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GROWING NARRATIVE, CONVIVIALITY, AND SECURITY: 
 
COMMUNITY AND GARDENING IN THE NORTH SHORE OF  
 
MASSACHUSETTS 
 
DYLAN ATCHLEY PROCTOR 
ABSTRACT 
 Growing Narrative, Conviviality, and Security: Community and Gardening in the 
North Shore of Massachusetts is an ethnography of the Highlands neighborhood of Lynn, 
Massachusetts. In this thesis I argue that the efforts of this community to combat the ills 
of their neighborhood seen through the lens of a community garden rely on three key 
factors. The first is their reliance and sharing of a narrative that reminds fellow 
community members of the difficult points in their past, but with the message that there is 
always a possibility of a brighter future. The second aspect is the reliance on the shared 
moments of celebration that the neighborhood actively supports and engages, which 
instill the bonds of community in an otherwise disparate, and multicultural setting. 
Finally, the narrative and celebration of community would not be sustainable if the 
community did not also provide the structure for security upon which the neighborhood 
can continue to improve their communal and social wellbeing. The lessons learned from 
this community are useful to understand how a multiracial, multicultural urban site can 
turn around their violent past in order to create a livable space.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 
Entering Lynn 
Exiting from the Commuter rail in Lynn, you must walk down the stairs from the 
raised platform into the area known as Central Square. One particular exit leads you to a 
mirror, which has the phrase “You are a work of art,” emblazoned in five different 
languages. Forced to see your image in reflection; the mantra that you too are a work of 
art floats above your head. 
A different set of stairs leads you to a black sign upon which stands a quote of 
Marianne Williamson written in stark white letters, “It is our LIGHT not our darkness 
that most frightens us,” It goes on to read: 
 
Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are 
POWERFUL beyond measure. It is our light not our darkness that most frightens 
us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be BRILLIANT, GORGEOUS, TALENTED, 
and FABULOUS? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your 
playing small does not serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about 
shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We were born to 
MANIFEST the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in 
EVERYONE. And as we let our own light SHINE, we unconsciously give other 
people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from own fear, our 
presence automatically LIBERATES others. –Marianne Williamson  
	2 
	
Figure 1 
 
 
 Entering Lynn in this way, no matter the exit you choose, invites a 
moment of self-reflection. Am I a work of art? What do I fear most about myself? 
Inevitably one then begins to wonder how others in Lynn feel about themselves. It is after 
all often thought of as a city of sin, as its name easily falls into the melodic and well-
known local rhyme that hints at Lynn’s troubled reputation, “Lynn, Lynn, the city of sin – 
you never come out the way you come in.” Bawdy verses are mockingly tacked on, much 
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in the style of I once knew a man from Nantucket… However, Lynn does seem to require 
some change in its visitors, and certainly of its residents. The two installations at the train 
station in Central Square quickly allude and orient one to this fact. 
The above rhyme suggests that this change is negative, and in fact, the people I 
talked and gardened with over the summer are highly aware of the negative image of 
their community. Some of the negativity is earned, the Lynn Item reports many instances 
of violence and overt drug use, but the people within the community are engaged in 
various efforts to better their community, such as is the case with the garden, and in doing 
so they are trying to heal the wounds of their community. This suturing of social wounds 
collectively increases the communal wellbeing, a term that is noticeably difficult to 
“define or predict,” and yet this illusive concept is useful to explain why a community 
has the capacity to stay healthy and cope successfully with the stressors of their 
environment (de Chavez et al, 2005). I argue that the efforts of the community 
surrounding the Cook Street Park Community Garden (henceforth known as the Cook 
Street Garden) are directly tied to the building up of their wellbeing, and in return 
increasing their health and resilience. This argument ties into existing anthropological 
literature on the focus of positive coping, what I see as the central effect of wellbeing, 
which Aaron Antonovsky argued for in his work on understanding how people manage 
stress and stay healthy. Antonovsky proposed the term salutogenesis to explain that 
health and medical studies focused so heavily on the risk factors for a particular illness or 
disease that they often overlooked or outright ignored the people with the same risk 
factors who remained healthy (Antonovsky 1987). What then generates ‘good’ health? 
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For Antonovsky and the community of which I was privileged to become a member, it is 
the resilient strength born from the efforts to deal with stressors and focus on beneficial 
factors that in turn foster positive personal and communal wellbeing leading to healthier 
people and communities.  
Growing a space for community  
  
Gardens, scholars say, are the first sign of commitment to a community. When 
people plant corn they are saying, let's stay here. And by their connection to the land, 
they are connected to one another. 
Anne Raver 
 
Encountering the Cook Street Garden requires one to walk from Central Square 
up the sloping, tree-lined street of Rockaway, past houses subsidized by public interest, 
some lovingly cared for, their gardens flourishing. Others show some sign of neglect, 
although it is up to the viewer to determine whether this is from the fatigue of busy lives 
working multiple jobs, or plain disinterest. Families sometimes sit on their porches. A 
fellow pedestrian may cross your path. You may hear and then see the tenants busily 
sharing, laughing, and puttering in the alley-like driveways that side most of the houses. 
Each spit of paving serves multiple uses as storage areas, backyards, and – but seldom – 
or spaces in which to gather. Rockaway is inclined. You must lean forward while 
walking. A physical reminder that you are entering the area known as the Highlands.  
To find the Cook Street Garden, you turn right at the Robert L Ford Elementary 
School – known to all in the area as the Ford School – the former home of the garden that 
gave life to Cook Street. The transplant that has found a new bed nestled a little deeper in 
the neighborhood in a small public park, the garden sits high in the park framed by low-
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rounded stonewalls, relics of the Works Project Administration (field notes). At the 
beginning of the season, the garden looks small. Twelve beds in two rows, there is a 
small black gate with a padlock that suggests to the uninvited that someone cares for this 
space. The walls though are low and easily jumped.  
The garden sits high in the park overlooking a large orange basketball court 
enclosed by a chain-link fence. From this vantage point, you can look to the left and see 
some burned out playground equipment nearly overtaken by a crumbling rock wall – 
casualties of the gang violence that used to, and the city council bureaucracy that still 
does, plague this community. To the right of the basketball court is an off-shoot of the 
garden, an unused space that has been slowly claimed over the summer, so now it too has 
become a flourishing symbol for the communal investment in providing useable green 
space. It lacks however the fence barrier of the upper garden, and is thus subject to some 
neighborhood predation. 
Finding the garden 
The story of how I came across an intrepid group of social activists who hail from 
all corners of the globe that have experienced violence in all forms from political 
genocide to daylight robbery, and who toil endlessly to beautify a piece of a 
neighborhood that is oft forgotten or ignored by the city it calls home, begins with my 
own migration to the Greater Boston area. After I finished my undergraduate degrees at 
the University of Wyoming, I accepted a teaching fellowship in French literature at 
Boston University. I packed up all my belongings, attached my small car to the back of a 
rental truck, and proceeded to drive halfway across the country. As I did, the scenery 
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began to melt away from miles of pristine wilderness, mountains, and golden prairie of 
my home state to the flat cornfields and rolling green acres of the mid-west. Once I 
crossed the Eastern standard, I noticed that the spaces between towns grew smaller. No 
longer could one see uninterrupted views of the horizon; the horizon here was all 
inhabited. Houses were built nearly atop one another, sometimes in the back yards of the 
other houses. They looked like mushrooms to me, growing atop one another. This 
congestion only grew more dense, and taller, as I finally crossed into Massachusetts and 
entered into the city of Boston.  
Awed by the liveliness of the city, one of my very first experiences in Boston was 
nearly running over a jaywalker who promptly struck my car with his fist – my first 
glimpse that the rules of urban life were quite different from the slow, easy streets where 
I had spent the majority of my youth. I settled into a part of the city known as the South 
End, a beautiful but slightly off-balance part of Boston, where the cobblestone streets 
undulate slightly, reminding the average pedestrian that this all used to be ocean until the 
city began to fill it in as it expanded. I was quickly acculturated to the habitus of an 
urbanite—if you look straight ahead and meet everyone’s gaze as I was accustomed to do 
in Wyoming, you were bound to trip, stub a toe, or otherwise play the fool (Bourdieu 
1980). So I gradually bent my head down, watching a few feet in front of me as I huddled 
between my small apartment and the shuttle to the university. 
At first, I felt alive – the overwhelming energy of the city and its many, many 
opportunities for food, arts, knowledge, and spending money presented themselves. It 
was much like vacations to other cities I had experience in the past – the hustle and bustle 
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of urban life makes you feel connected to an organism much larger than yourself. 
Eventually the energetic connection to this vibrant community began to drain me. 
Everywhere I would look, I would see trees choked by concrete, gardens locked behind 
fences, and parks with more rules posted than an airport. Green space here was an 
afterthought among the red brick and black tar that dominated one’s eye-level view. I 
began to feel more and more alienated in this urban space, lost in its narrow streets, 
barely glimpsing slices of the sky. A total view of the horizon is a luxury in a city, only 
available to those who have access to the tallest buildings or the means to escape the 
confines of the urban enclosure. 
Disenchanted, I began searching for others who were feeling this same isolation 
from the natural world. For many urbanites, it seemed that this experience was de 
rigueur, and when pressed to expand on this isolation of green space, they oft confessed 
anxiety of ever having to spend time in the woods. “But what about bears?” was a 
common concern from my urban colleagues. Yet, I quickly found I wasn’t the only one 
who felt such a loss. The only relief for those of us suffering from urban fatigue came in 
the form of community gardens, public parks, and the Emerald necklace – a chain of 
green spaces built by the incomparable Frederick Law Olmstead. I was familiar with 
parks – they have their own set of rules and expected behaviors – they are a phenomenon 
of human organization in many American cities and towns. An attempt to reintroduce 
nature into a space where it once reigned supreme, sometimes an afterthought, or a 
shining example of the city’s investment in its citizens as the Boston Commons is held up 
to be. 
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Yet it was the phenomena of the community garden which intrigued me the most. 
These spaces brought together disparate groups of people who were all connected by 
their love of dirt, plants, flowers, and produce. Some belabored urbanites, despite having 
spent their entire life in the city, sought a place to plant the flowers they loved putting in 
vases in their homes. Others were like me, from an area where access to land is more 
common than a coffee shop on every corner, and who contained within in them the 
agrarian knowledge of many generations. Often these latter participants had experienced 
an even more profound rupture or migration than the one I had undergone – migrating 
from rural parts of Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America. While Wyoming is 
unique and rural compared to the vast majority of the United States, we still identify as 
American and thus share many similar traits to our Yankee brethren – a love for sports, 
shopping, an entitled sense of freedom. The migrants who had exhausted many of their 
resources and much of their energy to arrive and thrive in the urban United States have a 
double burden of learning the ropes of our culture that I never had to experience. 
However, I noticed that once they had access to even the smallest plot of land – some nor 
more than a few square feet – the amount of care, pride, and skill was readily apparent. I 
marveled at the amount of plants they were able to grow in such a small space, 
maximizing it in order to grow florae that evoked memories, tastes, and the sight of 
home.  
I began to walk the city with these new eyes – trying to identify these spaces by 
the plants within, and the people caring for them. Many gardens were scattered around 
the South End, some catering to exquisite floral displays, and others clearly intended to 
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help a family subsist in an area where produce is more expensive than canned goods. I 
also started to search the internet to find other gardens in the area, which led me to find a 
small blog entitled Congolese Americans in New England—a senior project by a 
Northeastern journalism student. She began to document one particular migrant 
community, the Congolese from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, as they struggled 
and succeeded at building their lives here. One particular post about a community garden 
way up in the North Shore of Massachusetts, in a city by the name of Lynn, struck a 
chord within me. I had previously studied Francophone Africa as an undergrad through 
some academic gymnastics (I have two degrees in French language and International 
Studies, in which I heavily focused on sub-Saharan Africa). So I began to make the trek 
up to Lynn, which requires one to either take the commuter rail from North Station, 
which costs over twelve dollars for a return trip, or spend over an hour on two trains, and 
one or more buses. 
My first several trips to Lynn, I was unable to find this garden. Its address was not 
listed on any website. I began to doubt it still existed, and yet I would occasionally see 
pictures on the blog or on the Congolese Development Center’s (C.D.C.) website. So I 
contacted the director of the C.D.C., only to find that their phone line often rang 
endlessly with no answer or opportunity to leave a message. I became discouraged, and 
talked with my advisors about accessing this community garden – we broached the idea 
of changing sites, yet we all felt that the connection between this Francophone 
community and my own interests seemed to be the best fit—if I were able to find them. 
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Finally I was able to locate the building in which the C.D.C. is located—the New 
Americans building on Wheeler Street—a small, one-block, street that only runs in one 
direction near the Stop-and-Shop a few minutes on foot from Central Square. The 
building is unadorned and houses several other organizations, and but for a printed piece 
of paper on the door that says “New Americans – 4th floor” I would never have given the 
building a second look. So I went up to the fourth floor and walked aimlessly through the 
maze-like corridors of offices, alongside similarly befuddled migrants from all parts of 
the globe. I finally found two office doors with the name “Congolese Development 
Center, please contact Marie on her cell if not in the office.” Delighted—this was a 
different number than the one on their website, so I gave her a call. She answered, 
slightly confused as to who I was, and after I explained to her that I was a student looking 
to do some volunteer work or an internship with her organization, she agreed to meet 
with me.  
I was finally able to make contact with the C.D.C. director, and she was very kind 
and allowed me to share some computer space in their second office where my formal 
intern role was as more of a witness. She would call me, or poke her head in the office, 
and ask if I wanted to a watch an in-home care visit of a new family, or the first benefits 
interview of a newly arrived Congolese man. I would always agree. This was in the 
winter of 2014, a time in Boston affectionately called Snowmageddon, in which we 
received record-breaking snowfall, and so when I would ask her about the community 
garden I had seen pictures of, she would remind me that it is winter, and that the garden 
didn’t start until the spring.  
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Patiently I waited for the snow to melt, and I would make occasional trips up to 
Lynn to meet other newly arrived Congolese or explore the city on foot. Eventually my 
colleague—a fellow medical anthropologist studying the Congolese community and their 
health beliefs—and I received the phone call from the director, “Would you like to see 
the garden?”  
We eagerly agreed, and drove all the way to Lynn that very day. The director met 
us at the New American Center and we drove together into the city, past the Central 
Square I had come to know rather well, and up into an area I had never thought to 
venture—the Highlands. Here we turned on a street named Rockaway, and after the Ford 
School made a right and drove to the end of a dead-end street. We got out of our cars and 
Figure 2 
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walked past the last house on the block to find a small square garden surrounded by 
stonewalls overlooking a basketball court. This was the garden from the photos. I had 
finally made contact. 
The following chapters are the result of this initial connection and the space of the 
garden. In the Background Chapter, I outline previous research on gardens, space, 
community, and their relationship to health and wellbeing. It also demonstrates how this 
thesis adds to the growing literature around urban medical anthropology. For the Methods 
Chapter, I provide a sketch of the tools I used to uncover the deeper meaning of the 
space, and how ethnography can be combined with other philosophical approaches to 
create a rich and deeper compelling narrative. Chapter One argues that the garden signals 
the Highlands community’s engagement with their own history and how they attempt to 
recreate a utopic vision of their past from which they can draw immensurable pride. In 
Chapter Two I delve deeper into the actions of the community, primarily in the garden 
space, as they learn about one another and how to be present to multicultural differences. 
Chapter Three takes a step back as I to look at the structures, sometimes unspoken, that 
the community is creating. I argue that their attempts bring about an increase in their 
civic pride and communal wellbeing. The Conclusion makes a case for taking the lessons 
learned from this enterprising group of multi-cultural Lynners to see what can be done in 
other communities who face similar problems related to community collapse, loss of 
connection to nature, and gang-related violence.  
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CHAPTER II: BACKGROUND 
The space of our primary perception, the space of our dreams and that of our 
passions hold within themselves qualities that seem intrinsic: there is a light, ethereal, 
transparent space, or again a dark, rough, encumbered space; a space from above, of 
summits, or on the contrary a space from below of mud; or again a space that can be 
flowing like sparkling water, or space that is fixed, congealed, like stone or crystal. 
(Foucault [1967] 1984: 1-2)  
Acclimatizing to space 
 “Space is no longer a neutral background against which humans move about, but 
is what humans produce as, in turn, it shapes or even produces them” (Conley 2012: 11, 
emphasis in original). Entering the space of the garden requires an adjustment of rhythm, 
the gardeners actively produce the aura of an oasis, and in return one must acclimatize. 
Those in the garden are in various stages of motion: weeding, pruning, watering, talking, 
laughing, and lounging in the shade of a tree. There is a natural élan—vivacity—to this 
space, its vigor growing with the season. It is easy to feel that the space of the garden 
feels alive, in effect; it has its own pulse, rhythm.  
 Henri Lefebvre, a philosopher and sociologist of urban and rural life, and theorist 
of social space, developed a theory late in his life that centered on an “analysis of 
rhythms – biological, psychological, and social – [he] shows the interrelation of 
understandings of space and time in the comprehension of daily life” (Lefbvre, tr. Elden 
and Moore 2014: vii). Central to his analysis is a recombination, and intertwining, of the 
concepts of space and time – heretofore distinguished as two distinct categories, 
Lefebvre’s work challenges us to see them as intrinsically entangled. Lefebvre 
demonstrates the strength of his analysis through discussions around “[m]usic, the 
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commodity, measurement, the media, political discipline and the city” in which these 
disparate factors converge in order to demonstrate the very pulse – rhythm – of a space 
(2014).  
 A central tenet of rhythmanalysis is a focus on repetition, inseparable from time 
and space, certain practices in the city space reengage in an endless loop to become as 
much a part of the space as they are indicators of a certain time. The garden is such a site, 
where particular rhythms are encouraged by the weather, sunrise and set, rain and sun, 
recurring harvests, and the best moment to water the plants. The body of the gardener 
also becomes part of the garden, a distinct factor in the rhythm of the space, under the 
“push-pull” effect of the seasonality of this communal location.  
 A discussion of rhythm also predicates moments of dissonance - arrhythmia, 
breaks from the routine, interruptions of pattern. Far from an ideal oasis, a true haven, the 
garden too hosts such moments of disorder. The daily routine of the garden can be 
interrupted, but rather than devastate the rhythm, these moments of discord help to 
produce the space in its rich complexity. 
A space for dreams 
 The gardeners of Cook Street are generating an idealized space. One that 
welcomes all who embrace difference, seek to educate, and in turn create community. In 
pursuit of the ideal, one will often find the real. This is also the case of the space of the 
Cook Street garden, where nature and community are actively constructed in a previously 
neglected, and overly urban place. 
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 Foucault explores these heterotopic, idyllic and yet real, spaces in his treatise Of 
Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias. He states that the garden is the oldest example 
of a heterotopia, “a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other 
real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, 
and inverted” (Foucault [1967] 1984: 3). This contradictory space is one where the utopic 
vision of Nature is enacted within a real ‘place’ that at once presents the bounty, and 
spirituality, of the natural and yet in its artificial construction inverts this reality within a 
single site. “The garden is the smallest parcel of the world and then it is the totality of the 
world” (1984: 6). The garden as a heterotopic space at once represents the ideal and the 
real, the natural and the artificial, harmony and dissonance. 
 As a space of contradiction, the invention of a community garden becomes even 
more abstract. Foucault’s fifth principle of heterotopias “presupposes a system of opening 
and closing that both isolates them and makes them penetrable” (1984: 7). The creation 
of a communal garden that allows one to enter its space, assumes then that by entering 
the garden, one is entering into a community. The space itself is an illusion of 
community. Entrance into it does not allow one to immediately penetrate, if at all, the 
community it is supposed to enact. What then forms the basis of the community? Is it the 
actions and relationships of the participants within the space? Or, is it the utopic vision 
that the concept of a ‘community’ garden weaves together members within a site by their 
oneiric proximity to Nature and her bounty? 
The Cook Street Garden is such an inverted space. It is at once a symbol of an 
entrepreneurial community aiming to create a place in which its neighbors can come 
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together and create a social harmony. It is also the site of violence and contest. It is a 
place beside which people play basketball, soccer, or any other sport – the garden for 
them holds little relevance other than perhaps aesthetic. It is thus in this way a place that 
brings together several different ‘spaces’ into ‘one single real place’. In order to unpack 
these disparate spaces, we must first explore the origins of the ‘community’ and its 
garden.  
That neighborhood 
 Lynn has a ‘hard’ reputation, and the Highlands is considered its hardest spot. 
Lynn is broken down into seven wards. Its center, Ward 4, contains the city’s downtown 
as well as the neighborhood of the Highlands. The Highlands is named after its relevant 
position to the rest of the city, as it sits on a hilltop that forms Lynn’s epicenter. At its 
peak is the High Rock Tower, a stone observatory that not only overlooks Lynn, but the 
surrounding cities and the ocean. The neighborhood of the Highlands spreads out around 
the High Rock Tower, sloping streets are crammed full of New England style homes, 
most of which are three stories tall. These triple-deckers dominate; yards are often small, 
and only occasionally fenced off. They are relatively well-cared for, some houses betray 
more wear-and-tear than others, but for the most part the neighborhood appears as clean 
as Lynn downtown. Occasional bits of trash are found on the ground, old furniture 
sometimes sitting in alleys or on lawns, but this is not the norm.  
The High Rock Tower is a few blocks from Rockaway Street, the central artery of 
the Highlands, and it is on this street that one finds the Ford Elementary School. The 
garden is only one block in from the school, tucked a little deeper into the neighborhood 
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in a quiet park surrounded by triple-deckers to its East and South. To the West, there is a 
road that is lined with ranch-style homes, but these are the furthest from the garden itself, 
closer to the basketball court. The garden is a bit of an oasis in the Highlands, it requires 
an insider’s knowledge of the neighborhood and is less easy to find than the tower or the 
Ford School. Most of its participants live in the surrounding blocks, sharing the building 
with multiple other families. The notable exceptions to this are Gerry, the garden director, 
who lives on the other side of downtown Lynn, by the water in an apartment complex. 
Gerry is thin man, with greying hair and a bald pate. He wears glasses low on his nose 
and is always quick to burst into song, begin quoting Marx, or tell anyone who will listen 
about his time fighting for housing rights for black men and women during the 1960s. 
Ana, his assistant, is a study in contrast. She is 27, born in the Dominican Republic, and a 
passionate advocate and student. Her wild curly hair and exuberant enthusiasm are 
markers of her young age, whereas her tireless activism and devotion to the health of the 
Highlands are not. She lives right at the edge of Ward 4, in a small home near Central 
Square that she shares with family. The only one affiliated with the garden who does not 
live in Ward 4 is the former principal of the Ford School, Dr. Freya, who bought a home 
in the wealthier area of Lynn over the summer, in Ward 1.  
The reputation of the Highlands is often as ‘that neighborhood,’ which people 
would describe to me as the place where one used to not let their kids go, would be wary 
of gang violence, or considered in need of intervention (field notes). The effect of this 
negative reputation as the ‘sickly’ part of Lynn, the place that makes the rest of the city 
‘look bad,’ is how this community feels that the Lynn bureaucracy sees and treats them. 
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The Lynn Item also portrays the Highlands along similar lines as the place where violent 
crime regularly occurs, and is often put in contrast to the ‘nicer’ areas of Lynn, which are 
more stable and less hostile. When I would ask why the Highlands was thought of in this 
way by the rest of the city, the gardeners and other participants at community events 
would attribute it to the fact that the Highlands is seen as the more diverse—ethnically 
and linguistically—than the wealthier wards of Lynn (field notes). The Highlanders thus 
felt a double burden of the city as being its sick part, which the city officials preferred to 
ignore, and as ‘being different’ than the normal Lynner. It was this ‘double burden,’ 
which spurred the Highlands Coalition to form and begin to heal the ills and perceptions 
of their community from within, since the city did little more than label them as ‘that 
neighborhood’ (field notes). It is also important to highlight that the perceived threat of 
violence, such as is propagated by the stereotyping the Highlands as that place, has a very 
direct impact on the health of individuals. This perceived threat of violence is associated 
with higher rates of asthma, lower birth rate, and increased vulnerability to violent acts 
(Wright and Steinbach 2001; Masi 2001; Lindegaard et al 2013). Moreover, the outside 
surveillance due to stereotypes of drug use and violence of the community doubles as 
perceived racism, and increased stress, which are additionally associated with increased 
cortisol levels, and low birth weights (Mcnair Nelson 2012; Kaholokula 2012; Small 
2015; Collins et al 2004; Krieger 2000). Merril Singer also highlights how illicit drug use 
and poverty are structurally linked, keeping users and the people around them in a 
perpetual cycle of indifference and high risk of overdose (Singer 2008).  
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The responses of the Highlands Coalition, the most notable is the community 
garden, is an attempt to heal their social body in relation to these ills which plague their 
neighborhood. “Social relations are … understood as a key contributor to individual 
health and illness” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987, 21). I would argue that in addition 
to the healing of the social body as a ‘key contributor,’ the process of improving social 
relations increases the wellbeing of a community, which allows for increased resilience 
towards negative stressors. The major stressor, in this case, is the persisted view of the 
Highlands as the diseased part of Lynn that causes the neighborhood to be either ignored 
or vilified. Similar to how other neighborhoods in Boston have been maligned as violent 
and sick, such as Dorchester and Roxbury, Lynn has attempted to distance itself as the 
‘city of sin’ by casting the blame onto the Highlands. I turn now to how the Highlands 
Coalition and its members have constructed a space within this negative portrayal to 
combat the persistent image of their neighborhood by celebrating the very aspects that are 
demonized—their multicultural, ethnic, and linguistic makeup—and by creating a space 
that fosters communal wellbeing, which in turn increases the health capacity of their 
fellow neighbors.  
Retracing the roots of the Cook Street Garden 
 The Cook Street Garden exists within a specific geographic locale – the 
Highlands of Lynn, Massachusetts – but it also fits into a wider network of community 
gardens that dot the American urban landscape. In order to better locate, or interpret this 
space, it is important to situate the Cook Street Garden within the history of community 
gardens in the United States, then the Greater Boston Area, and finally the precursor 
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garden that spurred the Highlands Coalition to organize their fellow neighbors to beautify 
this piece of the Highlands. 
 The history of the community garden, in the Anglophone context, can be traced 
back to the practice of allotment gardening in the 17th century in the United Kingdom. 
Landlords leased parcels of land to the marginalized, and often rural, poor so that they 
could grow food for subsistence (Crouch 2000). This practice continued through the 
following two centuries in England, whenever food shortages or economic scarcity forced 
the hungry to lease land in order to feed their families. Allotment gardening was 
primarily a rural tradition whereby wealthy landlords would be able to profit from unused 
land, and the poor were able to extend their wages through the production of their own 
foodstuffs. This became an increasingly salient practice in the wake of mass urban 
migration during the advent of the Industrial Revolution, and as wage earners responded 
to crises of urban life. The practice died down somewhat when landowners began to 
focus more heavily on urban housing development, which lessened the space and need 
for allotment gardens (Burchardt 2002). 
 Colonial migrants to the United States brought with them many of the same ideas 
and customs of their native English soil, and the British system of urban planning is often 
considered the parent to the American one (Kunstler 1993). However, the first American 
migrants were quick to respond to their own unique situation—namely that of increased 
space—and so urban planning began to take a life of its own. Sam Bass Warner, a 
historian of American urban planning, succinctly remarked on the major difference 
between the English and its colonial offspring’s approach to planning: “U.S. law made 
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land a civil liberty rather than a social resource” (1973). The right to ownership to land 
became the driving force behind the construction of cities, and the social value of land 
weakened.  
 The result for community gardens in the United States was that they largely 
became an urban phenomenon. The first ‘community garden’ is credited to Detroit; 
where its mayor created a ‘potato patch’ in order to feed several hundred hungry families 
suffering from food shortages in the late 19th century (Lawson 2005). Over the next 
century, local, state, and the national government would turn to this model whenever a 
crisis resulted in food shortage, economic instability, or war. Thus World War I, the 
Great Depression, and World War II were three periods in American history which 
resulted in an increased support and interest in cultivating communal gardens in order to 
feed the hungry urban poor (Birky 2009). Whenever food was plentiful, attention to 
community gardens would wane, and this resulted in cyclical periods of renewed interest 
and then abandonment. The pattern continued well into the 1980s, and it is only in the 
last few decades that there has been a more general trend to support community gardens 
regardless of crisis of famine (ibid). 
Healthy Spaces, Healthy Gardens 
 The anthropological literature on the health impacts of community gardens ties 
directly to the intentions of the community starting a garden. Some communities, like 
those that Thomas Klingensmith studied in the Willamette Valley, are interested in 
obtaining healthy and organic foods in a cooperative manner, which he argues is a form 
of civic agriculture (2012). The health benefits of access to affordable, and safe produce 
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has positive impacts on nutrition, chronic illness, and psychological wellbeing of those 
involved in the act of gardening. Klingensmith also demonstrates that this type of 
community gardens has a political element, attempting to circumvent the larger and often 
destructive force of the national food supply. This is even more evident in Joan Gross’ 
work on Constructing a Community Food Economy where local food movements, of 
which community gardens are a part, can be a useful political tool to combat the 
‘industrial agriculture machine’, which limits people’s access to healthy and affordable 
produce (2011). The immediate health benefits of this access allow for more agency of 
the individual to manage their diet and choose to eat produce that is locally sourced and 
often free of the chemical pesticides heavily favored by industrial agriculture. Similar to 
the early history of community gardening, the type of gardens described by Klingensmith 
and Gross are similar to those that rose out of a need to fill a nutritional void in direct 
response to famine or urban blight.  
 Other gardens are less focused on the civic agricultural side, and instead pay 
closer attention to the psychosocial aspects of gardening in particular for socially 
ostracized or marginalized communities, as highlighted in the works by Peggy Bartlett, 
Cary Draper, Darcy Freedman, and James Hale. Peggy Bartlett’s edited volume Urban 
Place demonstrates that community gardens have a positive impact for creating spaces in 
which immigrant communities can gather, exchange information, instill pride, and 
increase their health with culturally appropriate produce (2005). Draper and Freedman 
provide a systematic overview of community gardens in the decade after the turn of the 
century that highlight that these green spaces can increase physical health benefits 
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through exercise, nutrition, and lowering stress, improve psychological wellbeing through 
creating networks of collaboration and access to open space, and increase social 
interaction and empowerments within communities (2010). James Hale explores the 
aesthetics of community garden space and argues that there are positive health benefits 
therapeutically for those who experience gardening, growing food, and a connection to 
green space (2011).  
 The Cook Street Garden resembles more the civic need to reap the psychosocial 
benefits of gardening where place making and aesthetics of the garden are as instrumental 
to its perceived role within the neighborhood as access to fruits and vegetables. While 
they too benefit from access to healthy produce, it is not on the scale or with the same 
economic intent as the gardens studied by Klingensmith and Gross. This is similar to the 
research done on community gardens in urban Detroit, which have similar marginal 
ethnic and racial backgrounds to the Highlands. Ashley Atkinson highlights the civic 
nature of community gardens in Detroit where neglected and rundown neighborhoods are 
given a second chance at a healthy life through community gardens (2012). While 
Atkinson acknowledges there is plenty more to do, she outlines that the response to their 
health crisis rose out of a civic need to improve their neighborhoods. Additionally, the 
Cook Street Garden resembles the urban community gardens studied by Bartlett where 
the garden’s agenda is tied to the identity of the community, which in turn fosters the 
increase in pride, and psychological wellbeing, of the neighborhood in addition to 
nutrition. Finally, I argue that this community garden goes beyond the existing literature, 
as its ultimate produce is the communal wellbeing, which moves outside of the individual 
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and becomes a relational health asset—strengthening the entire community that 
participates or benefits indirectly.  
Common roots extend from Boston 
 The history of community gardens in the Greater Boston Area parallels much of 
the overall American history of community gardening, although with a few significant 
deviations. The first community garden, Morton Farm, was established in response to the 
same food crisis that prompted Detroit’s ‘potato patch’, and it too waned after food 
became plentiful again (Warner 1987). The two world wars, the Great Depression, and 
the gas shortages of the seventies all spawned several community supported urban 
gardens that flourished and then were slowly abandoned only to be brought back to life in 
the wake of the next crisis (French 2008). While the history of communal gardening in 
Boston is similar to greater U.S. trends, it differs in two ways. The first is evocative of 
Boston’s own ethnic and immigrant makeup, where gardens are often, “in contest over 
values, traditions, how garden space is used and to what end … a reflection of the 
struggle with the continual ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic reconstitution of Boston’s 
neighborhoods” (Medoff et al 1994).  An example would be to compare and contrast the 
community gardens in the South End neighborhood of Boston, which reflect the struggle 
between the increasingly gentrified space of this area and the ethnic communities, Puerto 
Rican and Chinese, who still maintain some of the gardens.  
 The second deviation in Boston’s green history revolves around the establishment 
of neighborhood coalitions which organized against the 1967 effort by the Massachusetts 
State government to build an eight-lane highway on the then Elevated Orange Line. The 
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proposed plan would have destroyed over 700 homes and 300 businesses many of which 
were owned by minority and migrant populations (Warner 1987; Smith 1996). The threat 
to their livelihood spurred many neighborhoods to form politically active coalitions 
which overturned the proposed plan and persuaded the Massachusetts state government 
to sink the existing Orange line into an underground railway, thus creating a wide stretch 
of open space between the North End and lower Roxbury (Lupo et al 1971, French 2008). 
In order to protect this newly acquired space, some of the coalitions garnered the support 
of a state senator and passed a bill Massachusetts Gardening and Farming Act of 1974, 
which allowed individuals to cultivate vacant, public land for no cost until a higher use 
was determined by the municipality (French 2008).  
 The result of this bill was an increased interest in forming and sustaining 
community gardens in the Greater Boston Area. Boston Urban Gardeners was formed in 
1976, and would continue to lead the Boston area in creating green space up until it 
joined with other like-minded groups to form the Boston Natural Areas Network, which 
is the current umbrella organization for many neighborhood coalitions and is responsible 
for training and supporting community gardens throughout Boston (Dewty 2005, French 
2008).  
Ford School takes root in the Highlands 
 The Cook Street Garden shares some of its origins with the American and Boston 
histories of community gardening. During the summer of 2008, the Highlands coalition 
and the principal of the Ford school began construction on the Ford School Garden, the 
predecessor of Cook Street Garden. This was a communal effort to build a neighborhood 
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garden onto an unused section of black top within the Ford School grounds, but that 
would be accessible for members of the community (Liscio 2009). Several motivating 
factors precipitated the building of the garden. The administration of the school wanted to 
create a space to teach their student population about healthy nutrition in response to the 
rising obesity rates among youth in the Highlands. The Highlands Coalition was 
supportive of creating a space where the community could come together, especially in 
the wake of a recent murder and other violent crimes in the neighborhood (O’Brien	and	Jourgensen	2008). Many parents and neighbors in the community were interested in 
having a space to share their own knowledge of plants and grow more culturally 
appropriate foods (Baer 2008).  
 The Ford School garden is considered to be the mother garden to the Cook Street 
Garden. The school garden created a space in which the students and members of the 
surrounding community were able to grow a wide variety of foods as well as to share 
knowledge and produce with one another. It was lauded as an ‘international garden’ 
because its members came from and grew a wide variety of vegetables from Africa, Latin 
America, parts of Asia, and even a few more common to New England (Baer 2008). This 
variety represented the international community that inhabits the Highlands.  
The Cook Street Garden rooted in conflict 
In February 2012, a video was posted to YouTube depicting a fight between two 
female students at Lynn English High School. Though it has now been removed, the 
ramifications vibrated throughout the community. Besides the violent conflict between 
these two young women, two other things are visible within the video. The first are the 
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low walls that frame the Cook Street Garden – the stone relics of the WPA. The second is 
the crowd of students circled closely around the two girls filming, cheering, and 
encouraging the fight. One student was quoted when asked about the video, “It’s like the 
thrill of watching two prize fighters going at it” (McMenemy 2012).  The conflict did not 
end until the police arrived. The most egregious aspect of this video for the community 
was the apparent apathy the students had towards the violence (ibid).  
Violent acts can be devastating to a community. Lynn experiences violent acts 
repeatedly. However, occasionally these acts can be generative. “Violence is a slippery 
concept – nonlinear, productive, destructive, and reproductive” (Scheper-Hughes and 
Bourgois 2004: 1, emphasis in original). This highly visible moment of violent conflict in 
Cook Street Park spurred the members of the Highlands Coalition to petition the city to 
start a transplant of their community garden model to this space (McMenemy 2012). 
Their hope and goal was to use the Ford School International Garden model to combat 
and turn around these apathetic responses to violence. They hoped that by growing a 
space of pride in a place of conflict, a community of respect and support would blossom. 
The city agreed, and the coalition began the process of creating the garden space as it 
stands today.  
The Highlands is a neighborhood that has a reputation as a hard place. It is a 
reputation that many are trying to overturn, but nevertheless, nearly all the residents have 
a story about how they or someone experienced a moment of fear, violence, or worry. 
The violence occurs in many forms (Tempesta 2013, Moulton 2013, O’Brien	and	Jourgensen	2008). Vandalism is common. The Cook Street Park no longer has 
	28 
playground equipment. It still lies in a burned heap next to the basketball court. A local 
gang is responsible according to the residents. Others have been mugged outside of their 
homes, and they fear letting their children out at night. Some live in buildings where a 
fellow tenant has overdosed. One should not let these images paint too dark a picture of 
the neighborhood, even if some residents feel this way, as many others live happily in the 
homes that surround the park. I rather offer these images in an attempt to describe the 
tensions that exist in this space. The images that cultivate the atmosphere of the 
community that the gardeners of the Cook Street Park and their parent organization the 
Highlands Coalition are trying to overturn.  
The recent loss of several social programs that catered to the parents and children 
of the community through the Ford School is a major setback to this community. One 
could say it renders the Highlands incomplete. Why then does this group continue to 
strengthen their community? Why not simply move? Some have the means, while real 
estate is cheap, there are other communities in the North Shore that are affordable. Many 
do not have the means, but why don’t they follow the suit of their neighbors who isolate 
and withdraw from the neighborhood? 
Conviviality in a conflicted space 
Francis Nyamnjoh has explored similar diverse, incomplete communities in his 
native Cameroon as well as other parts of Africa. In his explorations, he has frequently 
evoked the notion of conviviality as a currency, which communities use to combat the 
rising challenges that they face.  
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Conviviality is recognition and provision for the fact or reality of being 
incomplete. If incompleteness is the normal order of things, natural or otherwise, 
conviviality invites us to celebrate and preserve incompleteness and mitigate 
delusions of grandeur that come with ambitions and claims of completeness” 
(2015: 10).  
 
Ingrid Brudvig describes conviviality as “rest[ing] on the nuances inscribed and imbibed 
in everyday relations – the micro-trends of socialization”  (2013: 11). She goes on to 
describe,  
“the nature of a study about conviviality involves a study of society and its 
interrelations with sociality, diversity, and social tensions and notions of space, 
place, citizenship, and belonging. It is an investigation into styles of relating, of 
sociability and of how communality emerges from a negotiation of the 
constructive and the destructive” (2013: 11).   
 
Harmony is at the core of the concept of conviviality as it raises question of how does a 
community, a society, or even a group contend with difference, conflict, and violence.  
 Francis Nyamnjoh first argues about the logic of convivial agency in his paper A 
child is one person’s only in the womb, in which he constructs a collective notion of 
domesticated agency and subjectivity (2002). He argues that domesticated agency and 
subjectivity requires an awareness that the actions and subjecthood of an individual affect 
the community in which the individual belongs. He contrasts this to undomesticated 
agency, which he sees as the dominant paradigm in the West, where agency implies that 
an individual’s actions are the isolated responsibility of the actor. He revives this 
argument in a more recent article, in which he goes on to state that a “tendency towards 
temporality, transience, or impermanence calls for individuals to de-emphasize or 
domesticate personal success and maximise (sic) collective endeavours (sic)” (2015: 9). 
Transience and impermanence are two states that are often felt by the residents of the 
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Highlands, as they struggle to make the payments on their house or worry whether the 
city, their landlord, or the violent street crime will drive them from their homes.  
Nyamnjoh calls this convivial logic as one of “collective action that underpins the 
privileging of collective action and frontier beings is instructive in a situation where 
nothing but change is permanent” (2015: 9). For Lynn, called by many informants as a 
transient city, change is commonplace (field notes). It is experienced through the loss of 
key social programs, the evictions of neighbors, and the influx of new waves of 
immigration (Moulton 2013). Impermanence defines much of their life:   
Conviviality allows for the empowerment of the individual and group alike, not 
the marginalization of one by the other. It implies a sense of accommodating 
togetherness beyond mere tolerance, where the individual can express themselves 
in a hospitable space but may also have to exercise restraint to maintain the 
comforts of being part of the full (ibid: 10-11). 
 
The garden is the attempt of this community to create a space in which its 
members are able to come together, regardless of race, ethnicity, language, age, or class. 
It is a space of harmony, of ‘togetherness’, of sharing, of domesticated subjectivity. The 
garden is very much the: 
convivial setting, [where] one can risk a glass too many and be hilarious in 
extreme, without fear of being taken advantage of, because one knows that one is 
in fellowship, that one is secure, that one is part of a whole imbued with the spirit 
of togetherness, interpenetration, interdependence and intersubjectivity 
(Nyamnjoh 2015: 111).  
 
Lateral and vertical surveillance 
 The translation of Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punish has taken on a life of 
its own. The original title Surveiller et punir takes us a step back from the heavy focus on 
discipline, and reminds us that before one is punished, the act must be witnessed or 
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surveyed. For the garden space, a site that is watched by its users, and its neighbors, but 
also by the city officials who are responsible for governing public space in Lynn – the 
notion of surveillance is particularly relevant. However the type and degree of 
surveillance is not so clear. Whether this surveillance occurs in a hierarchical fashion in 
which subordinates (youth, gardeners, Highlanders) are watched by their superiors 
(adults, neighbors, city officials), does not seem so clear. How about when a gardener is 
watching a fellow gardener, as they are very often neighbors, fellow Highlanders, and 
some are at times under the employ of the city? In these instances, Foucault’s discussion 
of Eastern methods of surveillance, i.e. lateral, may provide a clearer picture. “The Soviet 
(representing the East for Foucault) individual did not take shape through analysis of 
private desire but rather by ‘submitting to consideration by the relevant group that 
reviewed his or her morality’ (Gutting 2005: 168).  
 The group focus on the individual is evocative of Nyamnjoh’s discussions of 
domesticated agency in which the Western trend of individualism is tempered by 
communal, or social mores. The garden space is one such place in which the individual 
needs of each its participants are surveyed so that the communal needs of the group are at 
the forefront of individual decision-making and action.  
Space for the garden 
 The Cook Street Garden represents a space, a people, a neighborhood, a 
community, and the Highlands. The garden itself is rife with contradiction, and yet the 
people who inhabit and work the space, use the space to contend with the harsh realities 
that beset them. These realities are representative of wider forces that influence many 
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other disadvantaged neighborhoods: poverty, violence, impermanence, class tension, and 
disparity. While small, the garden is a microcosm for many of these issues experienced in 
cities across the American landscape.  Negotiations within this space echo larger 
concerns. How do we watch out for one another? How do we bridge difference in 
language, ethnicity, class, and religion? How do we solve conflict without creating rifts 
within the community? These questions are in many ways universal, and have no clear 
answers. Yet, the community within this garden struggles to enact an illusory utopic 
vision of harmony by focusing their energy within one ‘place’, and hope that the positive 
effects will ripple outwards. Their goal, their hope, is that the ripple effect will combat 
and overturn the social ills that have heretofore plagued their community. The conscious 
choice to engage in the creation of this heterotopic space in which a community is created 
through the sharing of rhythms and the celebration of impermanence are the first steps to 
implanting the seeds of social wellbeing.   
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CHAPTER III: METHODS 
 
I designed an anthropological study in order to unpack the dense meanings behind 
this communal space. I submitted an IRB application in which I detailed a plan to get at 
least ten interviews with gardeners, friends of the garden, and key figures within the 
Highlands community. I planned to triangulate any interviews gathered with participant-
observation, photos, documents, and whatever other material I could find. Through this 
study, I planned to explore how green-space and use of community gardens by locals, 
African, Latin American, and Carribean migrants in Greater Boston influence communal 
wellbeing. Community gardens are constructed as places of collective and individual 
identity, which may be cultural, spiritual, political, or ecological (Mazumdar and 
Mazumdar 2009; Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012; Freeman et al. 2012; Agustina and 
Beilin 2012; Risbeth and Finney 2006; Kiesling and Manning 2010). I also wanted to 
discover how they also serve as a potential site to re-create, recapture, or navigate new 
meanings of identity such as might be needed or experienced post-migration (Agustina 
and Beilin 2012; Risbeth and Finney 2006; Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012). Community 
gardens are, for many immigrants, a vehicle for individual, and communal, expression 
and a place to shape one’s immediate environment to navigate their transition to a new 
social and urban environment. 
In this study, I focused on how the community interacted with, and within, the 
space of the garden, how they used and perceived it, and the relationship between the 
community garden and participants’ sense of their own wellbeing in the community and 
their diaspora. I collected the data through participant-observation of the garden, in-depth 
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interviews with participants, and interviews with key stakeholders in the gardening and 
Highlands community. 
Thus at the beginning of the summer, I was armed with a plan to get at least ten 
interviews with gardeners, friends of the garden, and key figures within the Highlands. 
Very quickly I realized that I was entering a space in which these community members 
were already taking precious time out of their busy lives to create a place where they 
could recreate, grow healthy and culturally-appropriate foods, unwind from the stressors 
of daily life, and have access to a plot of land over which they have some control. As 
such, they were not always keen to allow me to take even ten minutes of their time for 
something so formal as a recorded interview. Instead, they treated me as a fellow 
gardener, and as a result I engaged in on-going,	iterative	informal	interviews	in	the	form	of	conversations	while	in	the	garden-space	and	similar	settings	together with 
participants, community members, and garden staff over the summer – talking primarily 
about the questions I intended to ask them in my interview guide: why do you garden?, 
how does it make you feel?, have you gardened before?, what do you think this space 
does for you, the community, Lynn? Excited by their responses, I would press them to 
allow me to “interview” them, only to have them shy away, become suddenly busy, and 
make polite excuses as to why they would prefer to do this at a later date. The later date 
was continually postponed until the point, I realized that perhaps the formality of a sit-
down interview was the very source of their hesitation. When we talked as friends, fellow 
gardeners, and like-minded individuals with the Highlands in our hearts, the conversation 
flowed freely. We laughed, joked, talked serious politics, lamented over the lack of 
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support by the surrounding neighborhoods, discussed race, violence, and crime, and most 
importantly we continually shared knowledge with one another. As a cook, I am quick to 
take a bite of a plant I am not familiar with, something that always surprises (and 
sometimes with laughter) fellow gardeners, until I offer them a nibble, only for them to 
find that they now know the plant in a different way. This always leads into a discussion 
of how one prepares such an ingredient, sharing of recipes, and lots of cooing over each 
other’s culinary creativity. 
 Even my closest informants, Gerry and Ana, the directors of the garden were shy 
to interview formally. We hugged or firmly shook hands on arrival, asked about each 
other’s families, and caught up on what had happened while we were apart. We worked 
in the garden together, and they confided in me the struggles and hopes for the 
community. We regularly broke bread together—Gerry would drive us to one of the 
several restaurants in Lynn owned by the many immigrant families that relocate here. We 
ate lunch together while talking about their next steps to get the community involved in 
their beautification, health, and justice projects, like the neighborhood watch, lead paint 
removal, voter registration, children’s camps and education, or even simply the garden 
itself. Gerry was quick to sing a song, or tell us of the struggles of the past –such as his 
activism during the Civil Rights movement. Ana would go over new strategies to get 
people involved. Tireless and passionate, she did not let the apathy that plagues much of 
the community slow her efforts to create a better neighborhood. And yet, as soon as I 
broached the rigidity of a formal interview, they became apprehensive. I would smile 
nervously, and do my best to ensure them that the interview was nothing more than what 
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we have been talking about all summer, with only the added bonus of talking in more 
detail about the types of foods they grow, their perceived health benefits from the garden. 
We talked endlessly about nutrition at lunch – Gerry and Ana have constantly evolving 
dietary beliefs surrounding vegetarianism, raw foods, and the power of super foods, while 
the native Texan sits across form them happily chewing on the bone from a goat shank. 
Nevertheless, fatigue from fighting the good fight sets in and they ask if they can do the 
interview another time – they would say they wanted to give me a ‘good’ interview – and 
I smiled benignly and agree. We had, after all, been working in the garden all day.  
This ‘other time’ never did come, instead it was replaced by the challenges of the 
next day – whether that was guiding the current batch of volunteers who came to help 
build a new part of the garden, or to educate some local neighborhood children about the 
dangers of high-fructose corn syrup and the joys of fresh vegetables combined with 
active play. The challenges also came in the form of vandalism as we talked about the 
youth who stole some of the garden’s seed packets and lit them on fire, and Ana would 
explain their efforts to involve him in the garden.  
 As a result, I left the field each day feeling fatigued, but grateful that they would 
spend as much time as they did with me. Though I tried to press for more interviews – I 
finally realized that I needed to diversify my data in order to tell the story of this space, 
and accept that these informal and rich interactions, these moments of sharing that were 
already occurring were ‘data.’ Thus, formal, digitally recorded interviews held at a 
scheduled time across a table or desk are not the central data in my ethnography. Instead 
these diverse narratives that I was able to gather – the songs I recorded at a local meet-
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and-greet, the passionate speech about social programs by the neighborhood city council 
member, the many photos of the garden and the surrounding neighborhood, and all of my 
notes detailing the many conversations I have had with the community grew more 
essential. I am fortunate to be a researcher in the digital age – Facebook and the Internet 
allow me to access videos and thoughts on the garden from before I began to spend time 
there. This helps to give some breadth to my study. I collected all of the handouts that 
they printed over the summer – not a vast collection, but they are a small group and 
almost all that they do comes out of their tight budget, so every piece is meaningful.  
 All of this to say that I realized more and more as the summer progressed that I 
experienced this garden space through my own contacts, conversations, tastes, and 
privilege that comes from being a white middle-class researcher at a private university, 
but also being welcomed, invited, and accepted by the community. My privilege, and 
markers of difference were not, apparently, a burden or a barrier, in the multicultural 
garden space. Gerry was quick, and somewhat proud to say, that I am eager to get my 
hands dirty—and he would often put me to work pruning, moving dirt, watering, or 
helping in whatever way. I became, I am comfortable to claim, the garden’s 
anthropologist—that role every fieldworker hopes to achieve by patiently showing up. 
 As is the nature of research projects, one is often surprised to find that they 
traveled down a very different path than the one from where they started. I am in such a 
position. I thought I would be collecting interviews, neatly collated, annotated, coded, 
and ready to theorize. Instead, much like the garden itself, my research has yielded 
unexpected fruits – some weird and ungainly, others bright and enticing, and some too 
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small to share. I cultivated friendships, a network of like-minded social activists 
interested in food, social justice, and space. I have had many conversations from people 
from all parts of the world including Haiti, Dominican Republic, DR Congo, the 
rainforests of Brazil, Pakistan, Iraq, and plenty of multi-generation Lynnahs. They come 
from all walks of life. Some are highly educated and work for prestigious global 
institutions like UNESCO, and others have escaped areas of profound injustice to find 
peace in this garden space. They are all endlessly kind. They constantly tell me of the 
hardships of their community – the drug violence, the gang activity. Yet, I believe them 
when they say that this element is not from—or of—the Highlands, but rather a 
phenomenon that takes advantage of the structural lack of security and cheap real estate 
in comparison to surrounding cities. All of the Highland Lynners that I met are as 
straightforward as any New England Yank, but also warm, welcoming, and allowed any 
stranger willing to put in the time and effort to become part of the community. 	
  
	39 
CHAPTER IV: ‘FLASHLIGHT AT THE SUN:’ NARRATIVE AND 
COMMUNITY 
 
Orienteering to Time and Place 
Lynn has many reputations: a city of sin, a hard place, and a city of firsts. Lynn is 
separated into seven wards: the fourth is the Highlands, which marks the tallest 
neighborhood in this coastal city. The Highlands was named for its sloping hills and the 
highly visible High Rock Tower that used to represent the town center, a place where 
Lynners would gather and celebrate communally (field notes). The Highlands lost this 
central position within the community as the wealthier neighbors in Lynn began buying 
property in the peripheral parts of the city, such as in West Lynn. High Rock Tower 
stands to the east. This gradual migration of the wealthy from the town center left open 
several homes and other buildings that were converted into tenement-style housing, and 
the increasing immigrant communities began to fill up these spaces. Although “Lynn has 
never had a ghetto in the proper sense” (field notes), the city has always been racially 
mixed in its poorest and more wealthy neighborhoods, thus communities are more often 
separated by class. The Highlands now stands out in the middle of this divide as a place 
where one may find an affordable home or room to rent, but the loss of communal 
support meant that the neighborhood itself grew less supportive and more ‘hard’.  
 I had several informal discussions with Lynners who had lived in the city for 
various lengths – some lived in Lynn for generations where their grandparents, and now 
their grandchildren were born and raised. Others moved more recently around the turn of 
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the century, and some had come as recently as the year I carried out this ethnographic 
fieldwork, 2015. The Highlands, and the city of Lynn, thus represent a community of 
various temporalities with different connections to the space in which they find 
themselves. Those who were second or third generation Lynners had a certain amount of 
pride in their city, even if it was tempered by the harsh reality of the conditions of the 
neighborhood. More recent immigrants were at times less proud, lamenting the trade-off 
of affordability at the cost of feeling safe within the community.  
 These sort of encounters with people of varied temporal connections to a place led 
me to ask certain kinds of questions centered around why would you stay in this space, 
and what do you find good about it? One man in particular, Bruce, a third generation 
Lynner and a musician who had traveled the country but always returned to his home, 
seemed to typify the range of responses to my queries.  
I met Bruce late one rainy evening at a communal event, a small charity concert 
for the Highlands Coalition. The director of the coalition had invited me during 
the day to come meet some key leaders, and among the many people I talked with 
Bruce was the most plainspoken. He was one of the performers for that night. 
Long hair pulled back in an ashy brown ponytail, greying and wiry at the temples. 
He stood around five foot nine, an ample potbelly protruded from his t-shirt. He 
had a comfortable, if somewhat ironic way of gazing around the room, as if he 
had seen it all before. I had met eyes with him when I first walked into the space—
he watched everyone enter—a confidence of the performer sizing up the audience. 
When we were introduced, he pulled a chair up next to me. The concert room was 
one of many in an Elks type lodge, a community building space where various 
events could occur simultaneously – that night I had to walk through a birthday 
party just to find the elevator up to the benefit concert.  
  
When he pulled the chair next to me, a cheap metal foldout, he followed up on the 
director’s comments about my presence, 
 
“So you’re studying the Highlands … what you have no life?” 
 
I quipped, “You caught me,” in return.  
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This made him laugh and then we began to talk in earnest. He found Lynn to be a 
hard place, something I would hear again from other informants. However it 
wasn’t until I asked him the following question, mostly in response to his 
unrelenting pessimism about the city, “So, what is good about Lynn?” that he 
finally became silent.  
 
“Good. About. Lynn…” He paused and looked up toward the ceiling, “If you aim 
your flashlight at the sun …” his voice trailed off and he gave a little shrug, 
before he started again. ”If you want to do some good, this is the place your light 
has the most power” (field notes). 
 
 This exchange struck a chord within me. I suppose I had until this point wondered 
why anyone would struggle so valiantly in a place that continually provided obstacle after 
obstacle. How did my informants continue to fight to turn around their neighborhood, and 
with a ripple effect, their city? Why not leave? After all, one of the most enduring aspects 
of the American spirit is our ability to pack up and move to another part of the country, in 
the name of opportunity and to find ‘a better life.’ This pioneering spirit remains strong 
and allows us to seek out our dreams when they become impossible in the space we find 
ourselves. Far from being flighty individualism, this freedom of movement is 
characteristic of this nation’s genesis and remains one of our defining qualities.  
 Bruce’s poignant quote touched on this struggle—do I stay and fight for a 
healthier neighborhood or find someplace better, maybe easier. He was in effect saying 
that valiant, and well-meaning, social justice efforts are lost on communities that do not 
need them. His analogy of the ‘flashlight at the sun’ points to the powerlessness that 
many activists for social justice and health feel when they try to combat large, or macro-
social, problems. Instead, by focusing on a ‘hard’ place, a space that really could use the 
help, one is able to see a result. This result goes on to energize the movement, and 
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hopefully continue the sort of positive wellbeing that will result in more efforts down the 
road. The association with light and dark also hearkens back to the sign that lies at the 
entrance of Lynn, where one is forced to confront the light within oneself to ask what is 
good about me, about my city. A city that has been covered in darkness, like Lynn, 
requires someone to focus their light on its struggles.  
Talking with Bruce helped me to better understand why then do the people in the 
Highlands stay. Not all do of course; many eventually leave for other parts of the North 
Shore, state, and even the country itself. Some feel stuck because of the cheap real estate 
or that it would be too difficult to find a job elsewhere (field notes). Children also 
represent a dual impetus and impediment to move—schooling is a major concern. 
Beyond the machinations of daily life, many people find themselves tied to this place – 
whether temporally because multiple generations of their forebears helped shape this 
town, or spatially because this was the first place that welcomed them.  
The ‘shining a light’ on the dark parts of Lynn and its history was a theme I saw 
repeated throughout the summer. Many of the conversations I had with gardeners and 
members of the community would often entail a brief aside to the particular violences 
that had occurred in their community. These conversations were usually framed in such a 
way as to depict their community, as well as themselves, as both witnesses and often 
survivors of injustice. Gerry, the director of the garden, would often tell me that the 
principal goal of the garden was “justice for those who had been treated unjustly” (field 
notes).  A repeating rhetorical device in many of Gerry’s and other members’ stories of 
the Highlands in Lynn, which were used to describe both the efforts of the garden and the 
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intended goals for the community. They would start at a dark point but end on a lighter 
note of hope, or a brighter and healthier vision of the future, and this represented the 
often instinctive moral behind most of their storytelling. 
One example of this occurred during one of my very first days working in the 
garden. A Congolese woman came up to Gerry and I while he was explaining to me the 
history of the garden to ask about how she could obtain a plot to grow some vegetables 
for her and her children. She was dressed in a wrap-style dress, the pattern distinctly 
tropical. She had one child on her hip, a young boy, and several other children running 
around her—playing, laughing, happily out of control. She smiled and said she was 
watching her nieces and nephews today, and that she did not live far from the garden. 
Walking by it everyday had reminded her of the garden she used to have before she 
migrated to the Highlands, and she thought it would be healthier to grow food for her 
family and herself. Since the main garden, the one contained within the low stonewalls 
was already full, Gerry led her down to the ancillary space bordering the basketball court. 
Unclaimed by anyone else, and otherwise out of use, this particular stretch of garden had 
become a de facto spillover plot for the community. Gerry assigned her a row and she 
promptly began to work it.  
Thinking to myself and then remarking to Gerry when he was done assigning the 
woman a garden bed that this was an excellent example of the entrepreneurial spirit of 
this community to use up all of the space for its members, he first agreed with me. After a 
pause, he launched into a story of how they had done a similar thing last year. A 
Guatemalan woman had approached him in the same way that the Congolese woman had 
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just done, and with the main garden full, he had directed her to a lower plot. The 
Guatemalan woman planted a long row of maize, which eventually took over much of the 
space. On a day when he was not present and the woman was harvesting some of her 
corn, a group of young children started to mock her. They began throwing her own corn 
at her, calling her names, and telling her that she did not belong here. A dark story that 
demonstrated that even a year ago, this garden experienced the very violence and 
xenophobia that it was actively trying to combat. However, the light side to Gerry’s 
motivation in telling this story was to demonstrate that this event caused more gardeners 
to join the efforts of the Highlands Coalition. The community recognized when it was ill, 
that its children were responding to the negative stereotypes that had plagued the 
neighborhood. So the gardeners banded together and began inviting the children into the 
garden to try different foods and see how it was grown. They were taught what was 
healthy and that tomatoes could be as sweet as the candy they had previously preferred. 
Gerry’s efforts were instrumental in bringing about this change and teaching children 
about health, nature, and their neighborhood. He became their ‘Plant Man.’ As more 
community members joined, a greater part of the neighborhood had a stake within this 
space. Children, as of this summer, were a part of the gardening community, whereas last 
year they had obviously felt and acted as if outside of it.    
In mid-August, I made my usual trek to Lynn. It was a hot, clear day. I walked up 
Rockaway Street towards the Ford School to see the garden’s bounty this late in 
the season. As I walked, I spied a large group of college-age students standing 
around a speaker in front of the Ford School. Too early for the school to be open 
for the year, I was curious and stood next to the group. The speaker was one of 
the garden directors whom I had gotten to know well over the summer, a young 
Dominican woman—Ana. She was giving the group a familiar speech about the 
Ford School Garden, the mother garden to Cook Street. I made eye contact with 
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her, we smiled, and I turned onto the street that leads to the garden. At this point 
in the year, it was flourishing—overflowing—with produce. Callaloo, amaranth, 
eggplant, corn, and tomatoes stood out predominately against the green backdrop 
of the foliage. The director Gerry was already in the garden attempting to cull the 
prodigious growth, and as soon as he saw me, enlisted my help to do the same.  
 
While we were thinning out the overgrowth, Ana brought the group back to the 
space. This time I was able to see that they all had on similar shirts, identifying 
them as Boston University students. Curious, I wandered over to them as Ana 
organized their break for lunch. I struck up a conversation with one of the 
members who identified their organizer, a female senior student from Detroit. The 
student leader told me that this group was part of BU’s Community Service 
Center’s first-year student outreach project, in which incoming freshman and 
transfer students could volunteer around the Greater Boston area in order to 
become engaged with surrounding communities before the school year started. 
She stated that the primary goals of this endeavor were for the young students to 
learn about disenfranchised groups and to “check their privilege.” The need to 
check their privilege, at least according to this student leader, centered on the 
fact that many of the incoming freshman were relatively well-off in comparison to 
other schools and those students that signed up typically did not have any 
experience volunteering in poorer urban areas. Since she mentioned that several 
other groups were also volunteering around Boston that day, I asked her under 
what category did these students sign up to visit the garden. She responded 
‘human rights’  (field notes). 
 
That day, this student representative from my own university proceeded to tell me why 
she had chosen the Cook Street Garden as a site for our-fellow students to learn about 
‘human rights,’ social justice, health, and community organizing. She was inspired by the 
justice-centered efforts of the Highlands Coalition and the work that they were doing to 
create community wellbeing and reduce the negative influences in this neighborhood of 
Lynn. She thought their work would be an excellent introduction for the average, likely 
economically and socially privileged BU freshman to understand and meet people in the 
Greater Boston area who were working to create a better life for themselves and their 
neighbors. She explained that her own experiences growing up in inner-city Detroit were 
similar to the gardens both in the history of community gardening but also the more 
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recent civic turn to promote healthy spaces in impoverished neighborhoods. The success 
of garden and green space initiatives had shaped her own understanding of how one could 
turn around a neighborhood—reinforcing the links of health to wellbeing in the previous 
chapter between the history of urban community gardening in Detroit, and the Cook 
Street Garden. Stories like the one Gerry had first told us, highlighting the darker pieces 
of the Highlands past, and the efforts to brighten its future have begun to spread. For the 
privileged members of a private university to choose this site as a place to learn about 
social justice and the positive works of a community organization is evidence of the 
concentrated actions that the Highlands Coalition undertake to create a healthy and 
justice oriented beacon within their neighborhood. 
Making Time for Place 
For an individual, for a group, to inhabit is to appropriate something. Not in the 
sense of possessing it, but as making it an oeuvre, making it one’s own, marking 
it, modeling it, shaping it. This is the case with individuals and with small groups 
like families, and it is also true for big social groups that inhabit a city or region. 
To inhabit is to appropriate space, in the midst of constraints, that is to say, to be 
in a conflict – often acute –between constraining powers and the forces of 
appropriation (Lefebvre as quoted by Stanek 2011, 87). 
 
The members of the Highlands are remaking their space. Rising rates of gang 
violence, drug use, vandalism, and other crimes since the turn of the century have 
continued to instill an image of a hard place on their neighborhood (Tempesta 2013, 
Moulton 2013, O’Brien	and	Jourgensen	2008). Fear of letting one’s children out at night, 
fear of losing one’s teens to gang activity, fear of losing one’s property or life to violence 
have left deep scars on this space. Some of the scars are visible. The Cook Street Park 
features burned-out playground equipment that is a stark reminder of the gangs that used 
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to rule the neighborhood, and without care, who could rule again. These scars are wounds 
on the social body—visceral reminders of the harder, dark past that they continually fight 
against in their health, and justice work. In the last five years, the neighbors have decided 
to forgo the pioneering spirit and stay in their homes. They have banded together to 
appropriate the spaces in their neighborhood so that they become symbols of light, 
wellbeing, and community instead of dereliction and delinquency.  
The first acts of reclaiming this place, and thus changing the narrative, required a 
recovery of the space, a recalling of pride and willingness to heal the community that was 
once the center of the city. The reclamation and beautification of the High Rock Tower 
was the first step in bringing back pride in a community, which had gained the reputation 
as that neighborhood. In order to bring about the funds and motivation of repossessing 
the Tower, the community had to first draw upon its own history as a city of inclusion, 
and acceptance in order to justify and build wellbeing within this site. As such, the 
community of the Highlands draws upon specific moments within its histories, in order to 
justify their ‘oeuvre,’ their remaking of this neighborhood. Many of the stories of this 
community depict their struggles and the peace then found through the garden. Another 
such story that I experienced in the garden described the injustices of Boston’s own racial 
history. However, most of the stories the communities of the Highlands choose to tell, 
and relive, speak to the unification—suturing—of disparate groups in a community beset 
by dissonance. 
While I was speaking to the leader of the Boston University volunteer group, Ana 
and Gerry, asked us all to gather around, a 55 year old black woman and her 
adult daughter, sitting in the shade of an umbrella on the table outside of the 
garden gate. Gerry introduced her as Artemis, and asked her to address the group 
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about her experiences growing up as a young black girl in the mid-seventies in 
Roxbury—a predominately black neighborhood in the south of Boston. She had 
graying hair that was cropped short and left natural. She wore a loose-fitting t-
shirt, pants, and sandals on this hot day. As she spoke, she would often close her 
eyes and lean on the cane she had planted between her legs. She had moved to 
Roxbury as a young girl from Albuquerque, New Mexico. Her father at first had 
an enormously difficult time purchasing a house due to redlining, a segregationist 
zoning policy, which made it nigh impossible for non-white families to purchase 
property. A white police officer met and befriended her father, their families grew 
close, and he offered to co-sign the loan for a house. The backing of a white 
police officer was enough collateral for the bank, and so Artemis’ family was able 
to purchase the house that her father still lives in to this day.  
 
Since the house was in the Roxbury neighborhood, Artemis was one of the 
children affected by the desegregation policies enacted in the mid-seventies. 
Boston passed a law in 1974, which required that the schools in the lower income 
areas of Boston be integrated. This would require the bus system to bear the brunt 
of bringing these children to the various schools. As such, the predominately 
black neighborhoods of Roxbury, Mattapan, and the South End were integrated 
into predominately lower-income white neighborhoods of South Boston, the North 
End, and Charlestown. Artemis told us little of these macro forces, but rather told 
us about the fear and insecurity during this period in her life. She and her friends 
were among those chosen by court decree to be taken to a predominately white 
school in Charlestown. Many of her friends were ‘jumped,’ accosted by groups of 
white girls, who resented the integration of their school. Police would roam the 
halls, and the entire school was always on edge. For her, it was the bathroom in 
the school that was the most frightening. Out of the purview of the adults who 
were supposed to reduce the altercations between the students, most of her friends 
were attacked or fought back in the supposed privacy of this place. Luckily, 
Artemis managed to make it through school unscathed, unsure to this day why she 
was never attacked or forced to physically fight back. Nonetheless she endured 
taunting and ridicule like the rest of her classmates. Ending her tale, her daughter 
put her hand on her shoulder. Artemis looked up at her, and then directed her 
gaze back at us. Proudly, she told us that her daughter is now a pillar of the 
Highlands Community, taking the lessons from her story and helping to create a 
space of racial and social harmony through this garden (field notes). 
 
 After Artemis finished her story, she and Gerry addressed the group telling us that 
they wanted to share this particular moment in her life in order to illustrate that even a 
place as progressive, and ‘liberal’ as Boston has its own unjust history. Social justice 
efforts, such as the desegregation of Boston schools, precipitates and sometimes provokes 
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conflict, even in the more accepting of spaces. Artemis does not appear to carry the 
violence of her past in her body now, but her words and the way she interacts with the 
community betray her commitment to continuing this legacy through her daughter and 
her grandson. By telling her story to others, in the presence of her family, she is instilling 
the narrative of struggle and resilience that is at the core of her experience.  This 
integration of community is something members of the garden are trying to achieve in the 
Highlands, and although it is from the grassroots instead of from an ambivalent court 
decree, disparate communities are forced to deal and understand one another. Artemis’ 
own story highlights the uncertainty of the time. Her father was only able to purchase a 
home after developing a friendship with a white family, while at the same time her school 
days were plagued with worry and insecurity. Artemis’ tale helps to muddy the waters of 
communal harmony, where it is difficult or nigh impossible to paint any one person, or 
people, in one light. Her tale also fits into the prevailing narrative of the community first 
portraying a story of continuing struggle that requires the efforts of justice-oriented actors 
to create a positive wellbeing in the space. 
Similar efforts, and stories, have occurred around Lynn. The history of the 
Highlands’ own central area—High Rock Tower—a place that once started off as a site 
of social harmony, and then became a symbol of the division between the wealthy and 
poorer neighborhoods of the city is a clear example. This story starts light, moves into the 
dark, but then returns back to positive achievement for the community. The achievement 
is one that the Highlands Coalition actively targeted as a space that could renew pride and 
instill wellbeing within the community through the beautification of green space and 
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creating a return to the idyllic, healthier, periods of its history. I will now briefly sketch 
out a history of the High Rock Tower, its turn to a symbol of the violence of Lynn, and 
then return to the efforts of the Highlands Coalition in order to demonstrate the proactive, 
if utopic, use of history and stories that the community deploys. 
High Rock: A symbol of community 
 
	
Figure 3 
 
The Highlands neighborhood is one of the more visible areas in Lynn. The High 
Rock Tower and Observatory, pictured above, stands at its zenith. Much of the North 
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Shore is visible from this vantage and on a clear day views of Lynn, Boston, Nahant, and 
Salem are possible. The Hutchinson family, a musical group of Quaker performers well 
known throughout New England during their time, built up the area of High Rock during 
the late 1840s. Collectively known as the Hutchinson Family Singers, this family used 
their fame and wealth to promote several social causes in their era from temperance, 
women’s rights, worker’s rights, and most fervently abolition. They toured extensively to 
sing about the sins and horrors of slavery in an effort to heal these social wounds, and 
were largely responsible for bringing Lynn some notoriety in the abolitionist movement.  
When they built the first iteration of the High Rock Tower, it became a central 
place for the community where families would gather to share in song, food, and dance. 
The Hutchinson family strongly wished for this space to be open to the public, and so 
during their lifetime and ownership, it remained the gathering space for the town of Lynn. 
The patriarch of the Hutchinson family bequeathed this land to the city in 1904 towards 
the end of his life, so that it could be continued to be of use for the community.  
Sometime after the bequeathal of High Rock to the city, it became unavailable to 
the public. Though the city did its best to keep it in good repair, the grounds around the 
tower became overgrown and the public no longer gathered there. While the tower was 
officially opened back up to the public in 2002, it had become an increasingly violent 
space as the Highlands and the High Rock area around it became associated with 
“elevated levels of gang violence, narcotics crimes, robberies, and house breaks” 
(Skinner 2007). The Highlanders perceived this shift as a result of Lynn’s decreasing 
interest in this unhealthy part of the city. Since the Highlands was predominately made 
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up of disparate migrant communities, the other Lynners began to see the neighborhood as 
a blight—a wound—that needed to be bandaged off. This bandaging resulted in 
decreased social support that in turn led to parents having to work multiple jobs leaving 
them little time to parent their children and be positive role models. The youth in turn 
took to the streets and found camaraderie in gangs, whose primary activities were abusing 
illicit drugs, petty crime, and violent acts. All of these factors culminated in the 
stereotype of the Highlands as that neighborhood—a place that was beyond redemption, 
and so the city thought it best to ostracize and police the space (field notes). It was these 
wounds and the inaction by the rest of Lynn that painted such a dark picture of the 
Highlands, and it is one that they are still actively trying to improve in order to heal their 
social body.  
Once lit, and now dark, the Highlands: a story of violence 
Searching through the Lynn Item, the daily newspaper of for the city of Lynn, for 
the term High Rock brings up several articles detailing the crime and violence that has 
plagued this neighborhood. An arsonist burned down a triple-decker killing its five 
occupants in 1999 (Liscio 2009). In 2007, gang violence was rampant. The following 
year several violent events marred the landscape of the Highlands: a murder of a woman, 
a shooting, a stabbing, several break-ins, drug arrests, and more gang violence (Tempesta 
2013, Moulton 2013, O’Brien	and	Jourgensen	2008). The Lynn Item paints a dark 
picture. The High Rock Tower itself was reopened to the public in 2002, and yet it isn’t 
until 2009 that the paper reports any public events in the space of the tower. Police 
officers are often quoted to demonstrate that they are “cracking down” on the 
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neighborhood, increasing vigilance, and making key arrests. As demonstrated in the 
previous chapter, the constant perceived threat of violence has very direct outcomes on an 
individual’s health. Increased stress leads to higher rates of cortisol, which in turn 
increases risk of cardiac distress (McNair Nelson 2012). The constant stress stems 
directly from the experiences of the neighborhood, as well as the stories that continually 
depict the Highlands as a dangerous, even diseased, neighborhood.    
In 2009, the Lynn Item reports that the words of a Lynner, Christopher Hawk, 
who lives in the Highlands as he describes the state of his neighborhood. He begins to 
answer the reporter on the state of his neighborhood as a site of “dismay … [where] 
nothing has changed in the rest of the city” (Liscio 2009). However, this dark picture he 
first paints is quickly put to the light, when he goes on to state that,  
We have reduced noise. We have reduced trash. We don't have the same 
neighborhood-wide rat problem as before and we don't see the same drug activity 
as we have formerly. Folks are more involved in planting trees," he said, citing 
green landscaping initiatives last year along Rockaway and Joyce streets. "Folks 
are too (sic) involved in neighborhood street clean-ups, renovating the Henry 
Avenue Park and planting veggies at the Ford School than they are to be involved 
in playing loud music or to be involved in trashing the streets their kids just 
picked up (ibid). 
 
We thus have two pictures painted throughout the stories in the Lynn Item. On 
one side, it is a neighborhood rife with high levels of physical and interpersonal violence, 
visible drug crimes, and rampant youthful unrest. On the other through the eyes of the 
community, they see a marked improvement, an increase in the wellbeing of their 
everyday lives. This increase in wellbeing helps to alleviate the perceived threats of 
violence, and thus alleviate some of the daily stressors that produce ill health for the 
citizens of this space. 
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Anthropologists Veena Das and Arthur Kleinman discuss similar communities 
beset by ongoing and acute violent periods. The reaction of any community to the 
ravages of violence, similar to that experienced by an individual overwhelmed by a 
particular virulent illness, requires a reframing of their lifeworld. “…[B]y first 
reformulating their notions of ‘normality’ as a changing norm, much as the experience of 
a disease changes our expectations of health, that communities can respond to the 
destruction of trust in their everyday lives” (2001: 23). Once trust as been broken down, 
and the ‘normality’ of everyday life interrupted, the community can wither, and become a 
shell of its former self, or it can build anew. 
Mr. Hawk quoted above highlights the ways in which the Highlands community 
is remaking their sense of ‘normality’ in a state of deficiency. The violence, unrest, and 
constant police presence paint a picture of this neighborhood as unwell, violent, in a state 
of dismay.  
Clearly a double movement seems necessary for communities to be able to 
contain the harm that has been documented in these accounts: at the macro level 
of the political system it requires the creation of public space that gives 
recognition to the suffering of survivors and restores some faith in the democratic 
processes, and at the micro level of community and family survivors it demands 
opportunities for everyday life to be resumed (Das et al 2001: 19).  
 
One way this ‘double movement’ for the High Rock area in the Highlands occurs is at the 
level of the communal and civic investment in returning the High Rock Tower to its 
former self as a center pillar of the community. The resident in the Lynn Item describes 
the micro response, where he outlines several community led initiatives to beautify the 
neighborhood space and increase ‘opportunities for daily life to be resumed.’ Das and 
Kleinman were looking at communities that experienced profound acts of violence and 
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trauma, such as Sri Lanka and Hiroshima, whose deep scars are still being dealt with 
today. Lynn’s violent past does not compare in scale with these other places, but the 
sentiments remain remarkably similar, since the persistent threat and perception of 
violence have made it difficult for this community to continue their daily lives. These 
constant threats also have profound impacts on physiological, psychological, and 
communal health and wellbeing, which Das and Kleinman are astute to point out either 
require an act of healing or a dissolving of the community. 
Far from being the panacea to gang and other acts of violence and the physical 
and psychological effects of these, the neighborhood of the Highlands is still caught 
between its reality as a hard place and its utopic vision of an integrated community. The 
double movement between the macro and micro forces attempts to weave together these 
two disparate states of the Highlands, and yet the neighborhood is caught in the middle 
this competition. Francis Nyamnjoh describes similar communities that exist in this 
liminal space, what he termed as an ‘incomplete state,’ who turn to the currency of 
conviviality, “recognition and provision for the fact or reality of being incomplete … 
invites us to celebrate and preserve incompleteness and mitigate delusions of grandeur 
that come with ambitions and claims of completeness” (2015: 10).  Nyamnjoh though 
sees this ‘incompleteness’ as ‘possibility,’ similar to the two paths that Das and Kleinman 
see for the communities described in their work Remaking a World. Christopher Hawk 
describes the celebration of the successes of his community—the cleaning of the streets, 
the lessening of vermin, and the reduction of visible crime, and thus the possibility for a 
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healthier community—yet, he is still aware of and contends with the dismay that hangs in 
the air.  
Celebrating Time in Space 
The Highlands Coalition, along with their neighbors in the Highlands, celebrate 
their community once a year on July 3rd, by drawing upon a singular moment, and person, 
in their history—Frederick Douglass. They frame the celebration of the independence of 
the United States around Douglass’ own speech in which he states that our nation can 
only be truly ‘free’ when all of its citizens experience this freedom equally, and 
dissonance becomes harmony.  
All God speed the day when human blood 
Shall cease to flow! 
In every clime to be understood, 
The claims of human brotherhood, 
And each return for evil, good, 
No blow for blow; 
That day will come all feuds to end, 
And change into a faithful friend 
Each foe. (Douglass 1851) 
 
Douglass, in this poem and in his own life, represents the narrative strategy that the 
community of the Highlands often deploys. The story of redemption from the dark past 
and its corresponding turn towards a utopic vision of the present and future, where 
friends become foe, is at the heart of many of their efforts. This sort of narrative is so 
central to the community that they have created an annual event around this message in 
the form of a celebration of the life and work of Frederick Douglass. 
This celebration of Douglass, the High Rock Tower, the Highlands, and the 
harmony within the community is now in its fifth year. The event is put on by the 
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Highlands Coalition in order to evoke their past and in the present introduce the diverse 
members of their community to one another. These introductions took place in the form 
of songs, shared foods, dancing, and jubilant conversations held on the lawn outside the 
High Rock Tower. Families arrived armed with rambunctious children, blankets, and 
chairs, which they set up all around the stage. The festival began with a local singing his 
favorite pieces of Americana, and this was followed by Dominican girls dancing in long 
dresses that look like flags that have been turned into clothing. As the entertainment 
unfolded, people mingled and met one another—saying hello to old friends, and being 
introduced to new ones. Some Highlands politicians shook hands and reminded people 
about upcoming elections. The children and parents who remembered her as the 
matriarch of the Ford School surround Dr. Freya, where she stood proud in a smart 
pantsuit with her short bob and slim glasses. The event culminated in the reading of 
Douglass’ speech. By blending the narrative of the past and the goals of the present, the 
community evoked the triumphant rise of Douglass from slavery to civic leader. This 
mimicry resulted in a festival that celebrates the multicultural and interethnic makeup of 
the Highlands as one that has itself risen from a place of derision to one of 
commemoration. 
The event is centered on a speech of Frederick Douglass, The Meaning of the 
Fourth of July for the Negro, which he delivered to an anti-slavery society in Rochester, 
New York. Frederick Douglass holds special reference in Lynn, Massachusetts. It was in 
Lynn that Douglass wrote his first autobiography and began publicly speaking against 
slavery. While he only lived in Lynn for a short time because he was forced to flee to 
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England or be remanded back into slavery, his time left a significant mark upon the city 
as a leading center for the abolitionist movement. 
The annual event reminds Lynners, through the speech of Douglass, that while the 
United States was once a country built on segregation and violence, Douglass still held 
out hope for reconciliation. The narrative of a sick, diseased, country that requires healing 
at the social, societal level. This echo of Douglass is profound for the state of Lynn today, 
and especially of the Highlands. Douglass words at the conclusion of speech speak to this 
remembrance, “Allow me to say … not withstanding the dark picture I have this day 
presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. … I, therefore leave 
off where I began with hope” (1851).  
 It would be one thing to simply have another excellent orator read these words 
allowed, as the crowd before lays about in joyful idleness, surrounded by the food and 
company that drew them to the festival in the first place. The organizers, however, have 
taken a much more actionable stance to delivering this message. Members from the 
community, young and old, black and white, immigrant and long-term local, man and 
woman, are asked to line up around the High Rock Tower to each read a snippet of 
Douglass’ speech. In effect, the community reads the speech and remembers its message 
collectively. This inclusive act bridges the disparate groups within the Highlands together 
by reminding them of a time when the country stood starkly divided in the words of a 
man who experienced this division on all sides, and that even he still held out hope that 
“each foe” would, could, become a “faithful friend.” 
	59 
 The event draws on a specific moment, a noted visitor, in the history of Lynn. Far 
from being an exhaustive historical reenactment, the event is more akin to a séance – 
drawing out the spirit of one man—a healer of hatred and violence—whose message still 
holds value in a world plagued by inequality, racial violence, and disharmony. By 
equating American independence with the powerful words of Douglass, the Highlands 
reminds its citizens and itself, that freedom only exists when all of its members 
experience said freedom. The inclusion of this speech, which is set aside the dancing of 
Dominican girls, the folk music of long-time Lynners, and the food of Colombian 
immigrants, brings Douglass’ words into the present. Lynn’s community is multiethnic, 
multilingual, and transnational. One could see it as rife with dissonance; each group 
standing apart from one another. Instead the event demonstrates that the members who 
choose to participate, and while it is not the totality of the neighborhood, it is certainly ta 
majority that does so by being present in this space, celebrating their diversity, and letting 
their children play with one another. Despite the dark pictures repeatedly painted in the 
press and by some of its residents, the community of the Highlands is not full of despair, 
and this festival reminds us of the power of light to heal the wounds of the social body. 
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CHAPTER V: EFFERVESCENT BUBBLING: CONVIVIALITY OF 
COMMUNITAS 
 
 Umuntu ngumuntu ngabuntu  
A human being is a human being because of other human beings  
Nguni proverb 
I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am – Mbiti, J.S. 1971 
 
I arrived the first day of my official fieldwork in the community garden in Lynn to 
find it crawling with people. Most of them were young, wearing the same light 
green shirt with the slogan “Know Hope” emblazoned across their chests. 
Confused as to their presence, I scanned the crowd flitting in and out of the low 
stonewall that closes in the garden. Amid the chaos of youth carrying equipment, 
laughing, and digging in the ground, there stood an older man. Tall and thin, 
balding with a sharp nose—what was left of his hoary hair flying wildly like a 
crown around his ears. He wore thin wire-framed glasses, and when we locked 
eyes, I figured he must be the man in charge. I introduced myself, stuck out my 
hand, and said: 
 
I’m an anthropologist from Boston University who is very interested to learn 
more about this garden. I’m here to help, put me to work. 
 
He looked at me; harried from the commotion happening in his normally peaceful 
garden. He spoke quickly with a slight North Shore accent, nasal and confident: 
 
The name is Gerry. I’m the director of the garden. Do you know anything about 
laying down drip lines? 
 
I nodded in the affirmative and he set me to directing these green shirted 
volunteers to digging the trenches for the piping. I learned as the day wore on 
that the green shirts were also from Boston, members of the Boston Christian 
International Church, an evangelical congregation that volunteered throughout 
the Greater Boston area. They had called the Highlands Coalition to see if they 
could help, and Gerry set them immediately to task. By the time we finished laying 
all of the drip lines in the garden, I had learned nearly every one of the 
volunteers’ names and each had asked me in turn if I had any plans for the 
upcoming Sunday. While I politely demurred any outright agreement to follow 
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them to their church, I spent most of my day watching the other figures in the 
garden that were not clothed in the lime green shirts of the congregation. 
 
On this day, there were several Congolese men who had heard about the planned 
volunteer efforts. They were enthusiastic about putting in the drip lines, but kept a 
watchful eye on the passionate, but somewhat careless volunteers who tended to 
stride brazenly through the garden. One man in particular, Etienne, decided to 
take control of the situation. He stopped one volunteer who was watering the 
plants with a hose. The young man was spraying the water straight down on the 
leaves from up above. Etienne squatted low bringing the hose close to the ground, 
aiming the spray in a horizontal fashion so that the water drenched only the bases 
of the plants. He told us that this was to prevent spreading any disease that the 
plants may have on their leaves. He then began harvesting mushrooms from 
around the beds—asking us if we knew how to tell if they were poisonous or not. 
None of us could answer. Beaming, he said to look for the present of les 
fourmis—ants. If they are eating the mushroom, it is probably safe for you to eat. 
If they are avoiding it, you should too (field notes).  
 
 The anthropologist Francis Nyamnjoh argues that conviviality is a social force 
that bridges disparate individuals together, and especially those who live in places where 
violence, incompleteness, and uncertainty are constant. Nyamnjoh’s own ethnographic 
work focuses on African communities whose particular histories are tied up in global 
power dynamics of colonialism, neocolonialism, and neoliberalism. These communities 
are often left bereft by these macro-societal forces, and yet the people within these spaces 
are often capable of thriving. The assumption that one could not thrive in such conditions 
arises from negative conceptions that these people and their communities are incomplete 
or lack the resources and skills to thrive (Nyamnjoh 2015). However, Nyamnjoh is blunt 
in his definition of incompleteness. “Things, words, deeds, and beings are always 
incomplete, not because of absences but because of possibilities” (2015: 15).  
 The possibilities are much greater than their absences. The members within these 
African communities, argues Nyamnjoh, have more agency and mobility to change their 
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situation for which the West seldom gives them any credit. The question then turns to 
how are these communities capable of making such a transition, of making their 
community into a sustainable—livable—space.  
Individuals maximize their interests best when these are pursued in recognition 
and respect for the incompleteness of being and being interconnected with 
incomplete others and in communion with collective interests. This is something 
that does not depend simply on the goodwill of fellow social actors but on a 
community or society providing an ordered government in which all actors, in 
their incompleteness, can foster various ends, personal and/or otherwise. (2015: 
20). 
Nyamjoh argues that the ability to move beyond limitations requires at least two aspects 
of conviviality: one, ‘the recognition and respect … of being interconnected … with 
collective interests” and the second of “providing an ordered government”. This chapter 
will demonstrate how the Highlands Coalition and the community that it supports is 
actively engaged in this first practice. The following chapter will demonstrate how the 
Coalition is moving beyond the mere “goodwill of fellow social actors” to establish a 
governing body in the form of security and reliance networks that allow the 
interconnectedness of this community to become one of its greater strengths and in turn 
produce a community that has increased resiliency to ill health and the perceived 
stressors demonstrated in the previous chapter.  
 The interconnectedness of conviviality is remarkably similar to the 
anthropological theory of communitas espoused first by Victor Turner, and then taken up 
after his death by his wife Edith. Turner first saw this as the moment when a 
community’s life takes on full meaning (2012) – a sort of effervescent bubbling up of 
communal belonging. He often saw this as an unexpected side effect of ritual, something 
he saw in the ‘betwixt-and-between’ of ritual life. Edith Turner drew much inspiration 
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from her late husband’s writings on the subject, but she pushes the concept further. It 
moved outside of the fetishized ritual world in which it was first uncovered. She states 
early in her treatise on the matter that: “[c]ommunitas occurs through the readiness of the 
people—perhaps from necessity—to rid themselves of their concern for status and 
dependence on structures, and see their fellows as they are” (2012: 1-2).  
 Edith Turner argued that “communitas may be found when people engage in a 
collective task with full attention—often a matter of ordinary work” (2012: 3). The 
effervescent quality of communitas ‘arrives from below’ and encapsulates the experience 
of multiple individuals in one profound moment or experience. This helps to explain the 
possibility and hope found within such a collective task. This possibility, the strength of 
an incomplete person or place, such as the Highlands is often purported to be is engaged 
through the ‘ordinary work’ of gardening. 
After we finished laughing at Etienne’s wise but humorous method of identifying 
edible fungi, the green shirts and I went back to our task at hand. It was the 
hottest part of the day, the sun stood at its zenith, and only the experienced 
farmers and gardeners—the men from the Congo—watched us finish our work 
from the shade of a nearby tree. We laid all of the piping down, and stepped back 
to admire our work. Many of the green shirts had never gardened before. So we 
exchanged stories about our connections to nature as we began cleaning up the 
debris from our efforts. A girl with a green shirt told us of growing up in a similar 
urban neighborhood, where community gardens were the closest thing to nature 
that she had known as a child. One Congolese man, Girard, chimed in with a 
story about how he had spent the last ten years in a refugee camp in Ethiopia 
where he was often too worried to garden for fear of dangerous snakes he said 
lived in the brush. He then told us he had loved to garden in his hometown of 
Kinshasa, and was happy to be in the garden again here in Massachusetts. 
Etienne butted in with a smile, pointing at the growing plants as he said, “it gives 
me energy!”  
 
As we exchanged stories of our connections to green space and reminiscences of 
home, we could hear Gerry’s accent rise above the noise alerting us to the 
presence of food. Gerry and his assistant brought up some rice, beans, and fruit 
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from a local Columbian restaurant serving it buffet-style. We all saddled up to the 
table, eating cross-legged on the grass or slumped against the low stonewalls, 
while continuing our conversations from the garden. I talked at some length with 
a man from Iraq, Ali, who had left during Hussein’s rise to power. He was a plant 
pathologist and friend of Gerry who had made a home in the North Shore. On this 
day, he was acting as our key resource for maximizing our efforts in the garden.  
As the food ran out and our conversations came to a natural lull, the green shirts 
gathered into a large circle. From the center, a rather energetic and youthful 
member called out for the rest of us to join hands. I found myself between Ali and 
Etienne. As I grasped their hands, I couldn’t help but notice that Etienne’s hands 
were rough from working with soil, while Ali’s hands were softer like mine, 
perhaps a sign of an academic.  
 
The green shirt in the middle of the circle led us in prayer—a thanks to all who 
had helped out this day. He then led us in a group song that seemed to be well 
rehearsed by all of the green shirts. Ali, Etienne, and I followed along as best we 
could. The green shirt in the middle appeared ready to stand down; when Gerry 
got up and said he would teach us a song that he knew from Israel. This time all 
of us were unsure of the lyrics, but we’re able to catch on by the time the song hit 
its peak. We finally ended with a civil rights song ‘The evil ones won’t bring me 
down’ that ended in a riotous amen to which Etienne threw up his arms, and mine 
along with, jubilantly (field notes). 
  
This is the sort of ‘ordinary’ and collective work to which Nyamnjoh and the 
Turners allude to when they talk about the interconnectedness of conviviality and 
communitas. The ordinary work did not end with the day’s labor. Furthermore this 
‘ordinary work’ had for Etienne a profound impact on his wellbeing. Etienne is a 
Congolese man who had lived in the Highlands for over a year by this summer. He was a 
member of the Cook Street Garden in 2014, and was one of the first to sign up in spring. 
Not only did the garden give him “energy”—his energy and enthusiasm was infectious. 
All of the other gardeners experienced alongside him the liveliness and resilience that 
helped him to mitigate the other health stressors in his life. The garden for him, and many 
others, was a place of healing. It allowed them to connect with the earth in a meaningful 
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way, decrease stress, improve their happiness, and with the bonus of being able to 
improve their nutrition by accessing affordable produce.  
This ‘energy’ and ordinary work continued after the meal as all of the volunteers 
gathered in the large circle along with members from the garden. While the faith-based 
organization first led all of us in prayer, it was towards the end of the prayers, when we 
all sang each other’s songs that a bridge was built between these two communities. We 
participated in each other’s moment, learned about one another, but more importantly 
joined in a shared act – singing, laughing, and grasping hands. Secular, religious, 
immigrant, and native were bound together in that moment. This is the act that the 
Highlands Coalition strives for, a shared experience of the other, in which the divide 
between self and neighbor is lessened. Once the divide is decreased, it becomes easier to 
support one another, thus increasing the “energy” of Etienne, or as I argue, the wellbeing 
of the community. By giving voice to disparate groups through song and food, the 
members of the Highlands are actively creating the community to which it would like to 
belong. Music is one of the tools that they use to create the sense and energy of 
community and to engage one another in a shared experience of positive wellbeing.  
Music in this way is a powerful social force that lends itself easily to ‘ordinary 
work,’ such as gardening. It can be a universal tool for building relationships. Common 
rhythms and tunes are recognizable cross-culturally. They are easily shared, improvised, 
and adapted. Music is also personal. Nearly every individual, cultural group, or 
community can point to certain songs or styles that speak to their particular experience. 
These experiences can be a remembrance of past events, a spiritual or divine gift, a 
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celebration of musical innovation, a call for peaceful gathering, or a rally for a specific 
cause. The community members of the Highlands recognize the power of music and 
nearly every social event that I participated in over the summer involved the sharing and 
exchanging of music, a form of cultural knowledge. This sharing occurred in many 
different forms over the summer, but was often centered on songs and food. As a cook 
reared in the Tex-Mex cuisine of Western Texas, I was very familiar with the coriander 
plant. One particular day during the summer, I saw that the plants had started to produce 
seeds—green little berries that once dried become the more familiar coriander seeds. I, 
however, prefer them in this green state as they are the most intense—marrying the 
grassy, pungent flavor of the leaf (known commonly in English as cilantro) and the 
lemony, sweet flavor of the seed. I grabbed some of the seeds and gave them to Gerry, 
Ana, and Etienne, who had never tried them before in this state. As they bit down, their 
eyes widened in surprise: “The flavor is so strong!” cried Ana. In return, she grabbed 
some Callaloo—a plant that she had learned to grow from some Cameroonian women, 
and I bit into the leaf, and in turn was surprised by its bitter, and yet sweet, taste. Ana 
laughed, and told me that is what the Cameroonian had called it: “bittersweet leaves.” 
Later in the summer, I overheard Gerry feeding some coriander seeds to another gardener 
telling them about the plant as he did so. Smiling, I thought to myself that this is the sort 
of communitas, conviviality that allows for the dispersal and appreciation of this cultural 
knowledge and creativity within the gardening space. This allowance for cultural 
variations and sharing increases the positive wellbeing of the space, where the gardeners 
are supported to bring and find their own “energy” within the garden walls. 
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  In some cases, this creativity of the community extended outside the garden, 
such as when they would create their own songs, like the ‘theme song’ of the Highlands, 
in which several community leaders crafted lyrics that spoke to the image of their 
neighborhood as healthy, drug free, full of social activists, safe for their children, and all 
the while punctuated by a message of inclusion and community building. 
	
Video 4 
 
These lyrics—“We see greatness in the Highlands, the Highlands”—as shown in 
the video above, occurred during a particular event during the course of this summer—
the Meet & Greet. It was a celebratory event of the progress of the garden in which the 
Highlands Coalition invited as many neighbors as possible to a street party. The members 
of the coalition provided food, a bounce house, face painting for the neighborhood 
children, and live music. The principal goal of this event was to bring greater awareness 
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of the garden and the other efforts of the coalition to the neighbors who were not yet a 
part of their organization. The food reflected the diversity of the neighborhood – 
pastilles, biryani, vegetables from the garden, and horchata, adorned the two foldout 
tables on the street. Food and music go hand in hand with this community, so while the 
newer neighbors ate, the organizers would sing songs that were as diverse as the food. 
Hava nagila, Caribbean guitar, and civil rights songs were interspersed among the 
description of social programs, the call to participate in electing local leaders, and 
acknowledgement of the various members of the community without whom such an 
event would not have been possible.  
 
Music for this community reinforces the values they are trying to espouse. Music 
can bring the same energy of playfulness, lightness found in the garden to an event. It can 
also be an inclusive act. The audience can be as much a part of the act as the performers. 
In many cases, the audience is asked to sing-along, joining symbolically the community 
with the performer. The lull between songs is also part of building of community. The 
effervescent bubbling up of a communal experience. The video below demonstrates one 
of these ‘betwixt and between’ moments where the noises of the community create their 
own sort of music, conviviality. 
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Video 5 
Edith Turner recognizes that there are many different ways to express and 
experience a moment of communitas. She remarks that a Congolese colleague of hers 
calls this communal sense us-ness: “[t]his idea is ordinary for Africans, and is sometimes 
called ubuntu" (2012: 9). The social concept of ubuntu, from the Nguni proverb ‘Umuntu 
ngumuntu ngabuntu: A human being is a human being because of other human beings’ 
seems to typify the moral response to the negative factors within their community. While 
the participants do not themselves use this or any specific term, other than Etienne’s 
reference to the ‘energy’ of the garden, to refer to their actions; I argue that conviviality, 
communitas, and ubuntu help to understand the experiences of the garden and the 
community events. This is produced by creating a ‘deep rootedness in their community’ 
that fosters respect, social justice, and harmony between what were once disparate 
neighbors. Ubuntu is thus a useful term to understand the social values that this group is 
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using to combat the negative influences, such as the drug violence, dirty streets, and 
stereotypes discussed in the previous chapter, that have here-to-fore plagued their 
neighborhood. It is also important to reiterate out that the origins of ubuntu are not only 
African, as Loew demonstrates the relatedness between this African moral concept and 
Wilhelm von Humboldt’s Bildung—linking self to the world—in his 2001 article. 
Conversely the interrelatedness of this term with Eurasian and African ontologies only 
further illustrates the strength of such a moral concept in the creation of “reconciliation 
between the outer historico-social and inner individual conditions” of a multi-racial, 
multi-ethnic, and multi-lingual urban community in the North Shore of Massachusetts 
(Wulf, 2003).  
 The community members of the North Shore community garden are engaging in 
practices that are rooting their fellow neighbors in to a social network that provides a 
foundation for all of the values in the laden term ubuntu: group solidarity, compassion, 
respect, human dignity, and reconciliation. Furthermore, this ‘deep-rootedness’ allows for 
a collective experience of the sort of ‘energy’ that is expressed through the ordinary work 
of the garden. This energy is a form of positive wellbeing, and demonstrates that this 
space is one that is helping to heal the community by bringing them together and 
increasing their resilience to the daily stressors of life in a ‘hard’ place. Brought 
alongside the complimentary theories of conviviality and communitas, where the former 
celebrates incompleteness as possibility, and the latter the ephemeral moment of a 
communal experience, ubuntu becomes a rallying motivation behind much of Gerry and 
his organization’s work to heal their community over the summer.  
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 A culminating event of the summer for the community was a World Music 
Heritage Festival in early September. The motivations for the event were manifold. It was 
a fundraiser for the Highlands Coalition. The selection of artists represented the cultural 
and diasporic range of Lynn from American folk songs to Calypso to African drums to 
Jazz. Finally, it was a celebration of the community and a chance to see the talents of 
their neighbors, share another day together in solidarity, and bring awareness to the 
resources within the community. In addition to the music, several local food and art 
vendors set up booths further exemplifying the range of tastes and backgrounds of Lynn. 
For food, there was a Caribbean jerk stand complete with rice and plantain, which stood 
next to the Columbian stand selling more continental and Latin staples. The art ranged 
from handcrafted Peruvian goods to a very skilled Spanish painter who created an en 
plein air tableau of the event.  
 The attendees of the event itself were as diverse as the participants. Every race, 
age, and class background were not only represented but also mingled together. 
Cambodian refugees’ children played with the children of the wealthier neighborhoods of 
Lynn. Many generations of each family were present, some prepared to stay for the whole 
event with lawn chairs, others happily sharing in the celebration of others. No one stood 
out for long against the crowd. One woman, a belly dancer traveling across the country 
and taking advantage of the day’s event, was quickly brought into the communal 
conversations.  
 Edith Turner states, Francis Nyamjoh suggests, and ubuntu implies that the only 
way to experience communitas, or conviviality, is to be a part of it. It is not a tangible or 
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visible thing. It is a sort of vibration, energy. Almost as difficult as it is synonymous with 
wellbeing—however, one is able to experience it. This could help explain why 
anthropologists, and anthropologically-minded scholars, are the first to touch upon this 
sort of phenomenon. Their in-depth and lasting contact with a group during these 
communal and effervescent events have a profound effect on the researcher, and upon 
reflection, are the most difficult aspect to articulate to an outsider. They are also the more 
difficult aspects of communal health to tease out. Since my brief fieldwork is behind me 
and I have had the fortune of a period of reflection, I can easily say that most of what I 
experienced over the summer was the experience of interconnectedness, of communal 
wellbeing. The same feelings that the gardeners are trying to grow within their 
neighborhood to give it the strength and resilience to heal and invest in their possibilities.  
Only once did I have an awareness of this type of moment while in the field. This 
occurred during this World Music Festival. An event geared towards the very deep 
rootedness of community that the Highlands is continually supporting. This moment 
came unexpectedly as I was standing on the sidelines of the event trying to watch, 
observe, and understand.  As I stood there trying to think the deep thoughts about 
community upon which I would later gain much more perspective, Ana came up to me 
and dragged me onto the field in front of the stage. With the calypso band in full swing, 
we began to dance. The music, the camaraderie, the ordinary decision to dance during a 
celebration took over—I was now a part of the community. What I did not realize until 
later as I was going through the primary materials of this event that a reporter must have 
seen us and thought my exact thought when they captured and printed my image in the 
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local paper. This is a symbol of the community, and so I am now a piece of this 
communitas. As an ethnographer and friend of this community, I better appreciate their 
efforts to break down the status and structures that keep people apart by investing in 
healing moments that build them back up together.  
	
Figure 6 
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CHAPTER VI: NEVER ALONE: NETWORKS OF SECURITY  
 
By late summer, I was regularly visiting the garden on Saturdays. I would arrive 
around nine or ten in the morning and find at least one or two gardeners tending 
to their plots. One such Saturday, I arrived at the garden and found that no one 
was there. The garden itself was teeming with life. Plants spilled over the small 
walkways between plots, leaves touching the plants in the row opposite, so that it 
looked like one giant garden. Surprised I didn’t see anyone, I decided to wait 
around and see who would come. I hopped over the low fence, since I had 
forgotten a previous field notebook in which I had written the code to the gate. I 
went row by row, or at least, as much as I was able to since the garden was very 
dense at this point in its growth. I recorded the plants that were thriving. Squash 
and tomatoes predominated, mixed in with eggplants and corn, all towering over 
smaller leaf lettuces such as the Callaloo, which the Cameroonian women who 
planted it, called bittersweet leaves. Nearly everything was ready to harvest, 
especially the tomatoes, which hung red and heavy from their entangled vines.  
 
As I admired the progress of the garden, remembering my first days of the 
summer when the space was merely a series of twelve plots of dirt with a few 
weak, thirsty plants, I snapped a few photos. As I did so, I turned around the 
space hoping to get a nice panorama of the park in order to grasp what it had 
become. While I turned, I noticed the curtain move in the house that overlooked 
the garden. This home, a triple-decker or ‘tripel-deckah’ as some of my 
informants referred to it in their strong North Shore accents, stood at the top of 
the stone staircase that led down to the upper part of the garden. From the 
window where I had seen the curtain move, I could make out a figure of a woman, 
small, dark hair. I recognized her from earlier in the summer when I would enter 
the park from the upper street. She was watching me, making note of my presence. 
Making sure that I belonged there and was treating the space with respect. Thus I 
was not actually alone that day (field notes). 
 
 Satisfied that I was supposed to be in the space, perhaps recognizing me as a 
common presence, she turned back into her house. This moment of surveillance became a 
significant moment within my time in the garden. My informants constantly expressed 
the wish to start a neighborhood watch at many of the informal gatherings they had 
planned over the summer. They also had told me that they had approached all of the 
neighboring houses around the garden to see if they would like to participate, and if 
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someone chose not to be a member, they would ask if they could at least watch the space 
so it would be treated with respect. Up until this day, the first time I found myself alone 
in the garden, I had yet to witness any of the surveillance that the garden organizers had 
reported to me. This day however, I caught my first glimpse of the watchful eye of a 
community that looks out for one another.  
 The nature of community wellbeing hinges upon the very spirit of social 
interdependence that exists within the group or groups of people that make up the said 
community. This has very direct effects on health; especially in communities that espouse 
communal autonomy over that of individual, such as is the case for the intended goals of 
the Highlands. Samuel Jegede found that Western, which he argued were individual, 
biomedical values were not adequate to respond to the social ills of the communities he 
investigated in Africa (2009). Social theorists and philosophers have taken the concept of 
interdependence to task. In the 1980s, a wealth of arguments debated the role and 
dialectics between the liberal—individual rights, and the communitarian—group 
solidarity. The range of arguments culminated in several key texts, which spoke to the 
dialectical relationship between the liberal and the communitarian. Charles Taylor sums it 
up best as he theorizes that it is more than possible to possess a communitarian ontology 
AND to value liberalism’s individual rights (1995). The importance of such a distinction 
becomes relevant when one is trying to understand the formations of a community, which 
is built up between individuals, and yet coalesces into a social network. It moves the 
discussion beyond the mere sharing of a place, or the being present within a space, and 
takes the analysis into the more structural understandings of communal formation. Isaiah 
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Berlin posits this formative connection another way, “men are largely interdependent and 
that no man is so completely private as to never obstruct the lives of others in any way” 
(1969: 143). 
 Community is thus a combination of individual (liberal) and communal 
(communitarian) impulses, desires, and structures. This is however not a simple schema 
where one merely plugs in individuals into a social setting and the output is a community. 
Rather, the debates around liberal and communitarian values demonstrate the tensions 
that exist within a given social network and it is these tensions, which require various 
levels of moral, political, and social intervention. The particular community that I studied 
over the summer, the small community garden in the North Shore of Massachusetts, was 
engaged in a process of recreating communitarian values in a place where waves of 
immigration, poverty, and violence had stripped away any vestiges of social structure. 
There were, and are, many avenues that this community could have taken to rebuild what 
they felt they had lost, or never had. However, they chose to value certain communitarian 
morals – group solidarity, compassion, respect, human dignity - over what they felt were 
isolating liberal identities – confrontation, violence, and consumerism.   
  The community of the Highlands is attempting to build a horizontal, or 
rhizomatic, network. Here, taking inspiration from the work of Deleuze and Guattari on 
their work in Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972-1980), I argue that the community of 
the Highlands is building a network that extends laterally—rhizomatically—sending out 
nodes that start the basis of community which then sends out another node, much as the 
botanical rhizome sends out horizontal roots to start new plants. These new nodes of 
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community develop into a network where the hierarchical organization of society is 
avoided, and each new node of community not only depends on the previous node, but is 
also of the same status. How these networks play out is a direct result of individual 
actions that are aimed at bettering the communal, or social, body. Below, I will describe 
the response to vandalism, and an effort to clean up the streets of the neighborhood as 
two examples of these networks. The very nature of a rhizome requires at least one node 
of connection between actors. In many cases, these nodes were in the form of a 
conversation between two or more members of the Highlands community, often after one 
saw another’s efforts to improve the wellbeing of the neighborhood. Each time a 
connection was made, it would often inspire another member of the community to do 
what they were capable of to better the Highlands. For some, this meant taking part in the 
garden and then sharing the produce that they grew with family and friends. In this way, 
the products of the garden began to create new networks of individuals and families who 
began to reap the positive benefits of the garden together. Others were more inspired by 
the communal events held throughout the summer. An example of this was during the 
Frederick Douglass Festival at the High Rock Tower previously discussed in the first 
chapter, where Dr. Freya—the intrepid former principal of the Ford School—was 
instrumental in linking like-minded neighbors together to solve certain issues or to help 
sustain new initiatives. One of these efforts centered on the education of the dangers of 
lead-paint in many of the houses in the Highlands neighborhood. By linking key activists 
who had the means and funding to help strip this harmful paint from the homes of 
neighbors living in such conditions, is one example of the rhizomatic network improving 
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the structures of health for this community. This has direct impacts on the physical health 
of the occupants, but it also increases social interaction and resilience to continue to 
improve the wellbeing of the neighborhood.  
The idea behind this style of framing provides a foundation in which to avoid the 
Foucauldian power dynamics of the Panopticon (Foucault 1995).  The avoidance of the 
hierarchical framing of the Panopticon is a central goal of this community. Painted by the 
media as a site of drug abuse and gang violence, the community often feels under 
surveillance by the police, as the flashing red-and-blue lights accompanied by the wail of 
a siren are a very common occurrence. Some do not feel that the police are abusing this 
community, while others are highly aware of their lingering presence, and so surveillance 
only seems to confirm the stereotype of the Highlands as a ‘hard place’. 
Recognizing this malingering reputation, the community leaders responsible for 
the garden and other communal support programs are turning to a different model of 
monitoring their neighborhood. This rhizomatic model usually takes the form of solving 
conflict first between neighbors rather than reporting behavior to someone in the position 
of authority, such as a police officer or city official. By creating lateral networks of 
problem solving and resolution, the neighborhood association hopes to ‘opt out of’ or 
avoid the destructive effects of a disciplinary society, i.e. forced removal, incarceration, 
and conflict. Their focus on reconciliation, which in turn becomes rehabilitation, 
strengthens not only the relationship between the two parties in conflict but also that of 
the community as well.  
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 The actions of this community reflect Foucault’s own intellectual trajectory form 
his early work Discipline et Punir, in which he outlines the stark binaries of a disciplinary 
society where every act of disobedience must be witnessed and then a corresponding 
punishment enacted.  Foucault later explores a different model of society which he 
outlined in his Collège de France lectures, a society built on the notion of security, where 
good and bad are relative, and the preferred outcome of surveillance is to direct the 
individual (or population) to the desired norm. The Highlands community is attempting 
to construct such a community. My observations of the types of conflict resolutions and 
community building in which the community of the Highlands choose to take the 
necessary steps to bring individuals who fall outside the ‘desired norm,’ which in their 
case is respecting the communitarian, or Ubuntu, values of the neighborhood by bringing 
them back into the fold. I will thus illustrate ways in which the efforts of this community 
demonstrate a shift towards communitarian strategies of conflict resolution, surveillance, 
and security as one of the integral aspects of building a sustainable neighborhood. 
 During the summer that I spent in the garden, there was one act of vandalism. 
Someone broke into the small toolbox that held various miscellaneous garden equipment 
shared collectively by the gardeners: spades, gloves, tubing, shears, etc. The vandal took 
many of the seed packets leftover from the early spring planting, and decided to light 
them on fire on the stone steps leading into the community park. The garden director, 
Gerry, found the remnants of the seed packets the next day. Black soot still marked the 
spots where the fires had been lit by the end of the summer. Disheartened, Gerry chose 
not tell the city authorities—in this case the police—not merely because the crime was 
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minor, but more so because he saw this as act as a response to the ills of the 
neighborhood. He talked with several other gardeners and neighbors, and they were able 
to identify the culprit as a young teenage male who lived a few blocks away. No formal 
action was taken after the identification, instead the director and his assistant attempted to 
reach out to the boy and invite him to participate in the garden. He never chose to do so, 
but then he never again attempted any other sort of vandalism. I was told this story early 
in the summer as it happened near the beginning of June, but it wasn’t until August that I 
actually saw him for myself.  
 I was working in the garden with the assistant director and a young man walked 
quickly by the fence of the garden, seemingly disinterested. The assistant director, Ana, 
leaned over telling me that he was the individual responsible for burning the seeds. She 
said they had tried to get him to join the garden, but feared that his home life—his mother 
was an ‘addict’—was too much of a burden and was likely the root of his antisocial 
behavior. She said they would continue to invite him to participate in the garden in order 
to let him know that he was part of a community that could support one another, and 
perhaps the garden could also at times serve as a place of refuge.  
 During our discussions of this incident, the director and his assistant never 
mentioned the need or desire to involve anyone outside of the community. They told key 
members who was responsible for the vandalism, including a well-respected retired 
principal who knew most of the families in the area, and neighbors who could watch the 
garden easily from their properties. When I asked them about the police, they lamented 
that the result was always the same. The perpetrator would be plucked out of the 
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community only to be jailed, fined, or otherwise punished, but without any sort of 
rehabilitation or education. These displaced troublemaking youth were then deposited 
back in the community resentful and without any recourse to change their behaviors. The 
community leaders felt that the system was failing these kids. 
 One individual, the former school principal, had previously used her connections 
with the local court system to send all juvenile delinquents to a court-mandated GED 
night school. Dr. Freya, the principal would then place these students in classes with 
adults from the community. These intergenerational classes turned out to be an excellent 
place for all members of the community to better themselves, while the presence of adults 
seemed to goad the previously delinquent youth into succeeding. This principal retired; 
very soon after her successor cut this and many other social programs. Most of the 
members of the community that I spoke with lament the loss of these efforts, and some 
fear that the delinquency may increase again.  
 The garden is one of the efforts by the community to continue the ubuntu-like 
values that the former principal practiced. Many youth, though not as many teenagers as 
the organizers would like, are actively participating in the garden. They help plant, weed, 
and prepare the many vegetables grown, and in doing so, are increasingly proud of their 
community. The teenagers are around, they do not help as much, but they do pass by the 
garden, and often use the park to play basketball, soccer, or relax in the shade. All the 
while, the community –adults, teens, children– are actively watching the space, 
communicating with one another, and attempting to get others involved. Many other 
teenagers did participate in the garden, some as seasonal employees who helped water the 
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plants regularly like Archibald, a young Haitian man that went to the local high school, 
and played soccer with teens in the neighborhood. He also had a small plot in the garden 
and shared the produce with his family. Other teenagers were present at the community 
events, at times helping to sign people up for local community initiatives or interviewing 
locals about why they were participating at the events, all the while enjoying the 
communitas of each gathering.  
 In many ways, the efforts of the garden organizers are in response to the loss of 
the social programs once held at the Ford School. The need to strengthen the community 
and continue its cohesive and collective morality is at the core of the garden’s purpose. It 
also serves a dual function to combat the negative stereotype of Ward 4, the Highlands, 
which is seen as the problematic area of Lynn. The Highlands was once the place that 
other Lynners thought of as dirty, rundown, and gang-ridden. The residents have worked 
especially hard to overturn this image.  
One enterprising example of a resident trying to overturn the image of his 
neighborhood was that of a man named Calvin. Sick and tired of the trash that he always 
saw on the streets, and annoyed that the city did little to help alleviate this problem, he 
decided to hang up small plastic buckets on all of the telephone poles. In doing so, he 
created a series of small trash receptacles that allowed the neighborhood to deposit their 
trash instead of throwing it on the ground. According to one interviewee, these buckets 
had an immediate effect on the neighborhood (interview, 2015). The neighbors and 
passers-by no longer used the streets as their personal dumping ground. When presented 
with the choice to throw their trash in a bin or on the ground, nearly all chose the bins. 
	83 
This small act portrayed how the neighborhood was willing to ‘clean up their space’ as 
soon as someone took the initiative to show them an alternative. These bins are now 
affectionately known as Cal-Bins (a tongue-in-cheek reference to their creator). Even 
though he no longer lives in the Highlands, the neighborhood continue the practice of 
hanging plastic buckets on all of the telephone poles, especially since the city does not 
provide any other means of public trash disposal. This sort of communitarian, and 
rhizomatic, action typifies many of the responses of the Lynners who occupy the 
Highlands. When the city or authorities fail to provide or make matters worse, the 
neighborhood turns to itself to come up with a solution.  
The Highlands community is actively constructing a space where communitarian 
values outweigh the negative portrayals and realities of their neighborhood. This 
construction is an attempt to create an ideal, or utopic, community that ties together the 
disparate individuals that inhabit the space by establishing places and values through 
which they can begin to form a network. They are then, as Foucault stated in his essay on 
heterotopia, enacting a counter-site to the image and recent history of the area. 
There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places—places 
that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society— which are 
something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real 
sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted (Foucault 1986: 3). 
So while the Highlands still contains many of the ills for which it was once reviled, such 
as houses that are still beset by drug use, the burned-down playground equipment in the 
park violent crime, and a crumbling city wall are the spaces that represent the image of 
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the Highlands as that neighborhood. There are sites, however, that actively contest and 
invert this reality. The garden, the High Rock Tower, the Ford School are three such 
places within the neighborhood, which express the inversion of the stereotypes that have 
plagued the neighborhood in the past. These sites represent the utopic values that the 
community hopes to maintain. If the ubuntu-esque values of group solidarity, 
compassion, respect, human dignity, and reconciliation are highly visible within the 
neighborhood, then the hope is that these principles will begin to cement within the 
community, or in Foucauldian terms, become real.  
 By creating and maintaining a series of efforts to create a counter-site to the 
legacy of drug abuse and gang violence, the Highlands community built up several spaces 
of such utopic vision such as the garden, established signs of communitarian values like 
the cal-bins, and started a rhizomatic network of security. Pride in the efforts of this 
community brings more and more neighbors out of their homes and endears them into 
supporting the work of their peers. Where once people feared or misused their local green 
spaces, they now feel responsible for their protection, and happily let their children play 
within them. Before their only recourse for problem solving was calling the police, they 
now feel empowered to first solve problems through communication. Now, instead of 
sending their troubled teens to the courthouse only to be taken out of the community, they 
find ways to get them involved within the neighborhood so that they maintain a sense of 
connection, hopefully develop pride, and ultimately become a part of the solution. The 
Highlands is still far from being such a utopic spot, however, their efforts are establishing 
the necessary structures and networks that make their goals achievable. By recognizing 
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that each member of the community is “a human being because of other human beings,” 
they espouse the values of ubuntu in order to create the necessary framework for all 
within to not only survive, but also like their garden, thrive. The networks that the 
community is setting up, and the examples put forth by the more active citizens of the 
Highlands, are creating a sustainable base upon which the neighborhood can improve its 
health assets, resilience, and ultimately wellbeing. The creation of a neighborhood of 
which they are not only proud, but also in turn supports its citizens to improve their 
conditions—such as Calvin did with the trash on the streets, or Dr. Freya with her efforts 
to educate teens alongside the adults of the community—strengthen the overall 
community’s ability to respond to the lasting negative images of the Highlands and heal 
these wounds.  
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CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION 
 
Strategies for establishing healthy communities 
 The Highlands Coalition of the Cook Street Garden are engaged in the process of 
establishing a healthier community. The need to bring together the people of their 
neighborhood arose in response to the increasing violence, isolation, and negative 
stereotyping of and within this space. They first sought to bring about a change in their 
neighborhood by cleaning up notable sites within the Highlands. The High Rock Tower is 
a central symbol not only for the neighborhood in which it stands, but also for the city of 
Lynn. By cleaning up the grounds around the tower, and bringing their own children into 
the space first to learn and then to teach others from outside the neighborhood, the 
Coalition began the first steps of establishing a reason to draw pride from space, which in 
turn increased the wellbeing of its citizens. The Ford School, alongside the former 
principal Dr. Freya, has become another site of healing within the Highlands. The school 
teaches its students about their connection to the community and now plays an active role 
in giving a voice to the disenfranchised and because of the former principal’s efforts it 
has became a place where everyone in the community could get the help they needed to 
succeed.  
 While the High Rock Tower is still clean, the Ford School has lost its central role 
with the new administration. Fearing that their community could fall back into its old 
ways of isolation and rampant crime, the Highlands Coalition looked for a new space to 
continue healing the old wounds from which they could improve the wellbeing 
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community. This space became the community garden, where children are taught about 
healthy nutrition, diasporic neighbors are able to reconnect to their agrarian roots—
finding their energy within this space, and urbanites are introduced to the positive aspects 
of natural spaces. The benefits of the community garden are growing well beyond the 
rock walls that enclose it. This growth is only being achieved due to the hard work of the 
Highlands Coalition staff who care deeply about this neighborhood, and their city. Their 
actions, some of which are deliberate, and others unintentional are establishing the 
frameworks and methods that help to change a stereotyped ‘troubled’ neighborhood into 
a healthier community.  
Tying Identity into History 
 A central effort undertaken by the Highlands Coalition is the methodical 
application of Lynn’s own unique history to the current stories residents learn about their 
own community. Lynn is a site of several social and civic movements within U.S. history. 
Abolitionists, suffragists, and labor rights are central exhibits within the local history 
museum. The efforts of all of these activists shape the make-up of this city. The 
Highlands Community has drawn upon key figures to remind its neighbors of the 
struggles that have been fought before them, and that with collective action they can 
create networks of resilience that increase the overall wellbeing of the neighborhood, and 
in turn reduce health harming stereotypes and behaviors.  
 Frederick Douglass is a key figure in this utopic vision of the past. They celebrate 
his spending time in Lynn, and his message of peace and inclusion on July third. An 
obvious sign of that the Highlands community believes all peoples should be equal in 
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order to heal the social wounds of racism, and the persistent threat of violence, which 
have a direct negative impact on physiologic health. They also draw upon less renowned 
figures within the community, but no less important, like a local Black woman, Artemis, 
who lived through the racial hatred and backlash during Boston’s bus desegregation, and 
has used this history to bring about more social cohesion in the Highlands. All of these 
histories have a similar lesson in mind—change requires cooperation and pride within the 
community. These histories allow for residents to embody healthier ideals and self-beliefs 
to resist the legacy of stereotypes of violence and uncertainty. These stories create a 
narrative of wellbeing.  
Being present and sharing values 
 The garden itself is a site where community members can share their cultural 
knowledge about plants, food, music, and community. The very act of gardening 
together, no matter where in the world you are from, represents a moment of being 
present to difference and attuned to the uniqueness of each individual. This attunement, 
willingness to share, learn about, and ultimately celebrate each other’s differences allows 
for the gardeners to grow positive wellbeing within the community. This wellbeing, often 
called energy by some of the gardeners, most notably Etienne, becomes a sources of 
strength as each member of the Highlands can call upon their own cultural knowledge to 
increase not only their health but also the health of those around them. The sharing of 
these different knowledge establishes common experience of wellbeing between what are 
otherwise disparate community members.  
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 When members from different parts of the world, who may not even share a 
common language, are able to bring food to a potluck, sing a song in front of their 
neighbors, and partake in a communal event where all generations are represented, the 
role of the garden is fully represented. The garden becomes a space in which members 
from a variety of cultures can join in a collective effort to heal the social wounds of the 
community and thus reap the health benefits. What we learn in the garden is that each 
culture, group, and individuals have learned different ways of connecting to the natural 
world so that by being present within the same space we can infinitely learn and gain 
energy from one another. 
Establishing structures, creating security  
The sharing of liberal—individual—values can only go so far in creating a true 
community. While it does make each member more attuned to their own strengths and 
preferences, it does not always help to bind everyone together. For this reason, the 
members of the Highlands Coalition do not stop short in their quest to heal their 
neighborhood. They are actively engaged in establishing the structures of wellbeing of a 
community. These structures are the connections that each member makes with fellow 
neighbors in a collective efforts to improve the wellbeing of the neighborhood. The 
efforts do not have a puppet master, they pop up wherever the need and the ability is 
greatest within the community such as was the case for Calvin. These efforts spur others 
to do what they can to heal the ills of the neighborhood, and thus establish structures 
where communitarian values trump the liberal, launching grassroots methods for 
improving wellbeing. 
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These methods involve an increased attention to security through the reliance on 
neighbors as responsible for not only one another but the space of the garden as well. 
This shift to security creates a sense of camaraderie within the community, relying on 
their pride to maintain the social order that they have worked so hard to regain. When 
someone breaks the rules, they attempt to rehabilitate—to heal—the individual back into 
the community as opposed to their removal or incarceration. This is especially important 
for the youth of the Highlands, an often-easy target for gangs, who benefit greatly from 
being watched and inculcated into the community’s preferred norms.  
Non-Western theories in Western sites 
In particular in cities/neighborhoods with extensive ties to a range of diasporas, it 
is important for scholars to pay particular attention to non-western theories of communal 
building and wellbeing. Western scholars and theorists are quick to use their own home-
grown theories to apply to non-western sites, often without any effort to pay attention to 
the sociocultural and structural differences which play a huge part in their specific life-
worlds. In an effort to being more attuned to the differences and structures of privilege of 
the West, it is paramount that researchers read, consider, and utilize theories that have 
been generated in other parts of the globe.  
This is especially true when a majority of the citizens within a community have 
migrated from non-Western nations, such as is the case with Lynn, and thus possess a 
range of values and life experiences. These differences will ultimately shape their 
understandings and responses to community building in the face of the challenges that the 
Highlands community has faced.  
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Conviviality and the domestication of agency 
One such theorist whose work has been immensely influential in the structures 
and parameters of community is Francis Nyamnjoh. Nyamnjoh, a Cameroonian 
anthropologist based out of South Africa, looks at similar communities to Lynn within, 
primarily Western, Africa where violence, poverty, and lack of social cohesion have 
taken their toll on the residents’ wellbeing. Nyamnjoh has established two critical 
theories on why these communities have not disintegrated in the face of such suffering. 
The first is his theory of conviviality, in which he outlines the importance of respecting 
and sharing in one another’s happiness, skills, and knowledge. Similar to the being 
present to difference discussed in the second chapter, Nyamnjoh demonstrates that a 
community that can celebrate, and be attuned to the positive energy of these moments, 
together can weather through the tougher points in its life cycle. Conviviality thus has the 
ability to increase the resiliency of the community.  
Nyamnjoh’s earliest work on witchcraft—often an en vivo code word for social 
ills, dissolution—in his native Cameroon has led him to see the role of agency as being 
central to the responses of community disintegration. He posits a binary in which two 
different agencies are often in competition, particularly in sites with strong colonial 
histories, or in the case of Lynn, where non-western values meet western ones. He 
outlines this binary as undomesticated versus domesticated, in which the undomesticated 
refers to rampant Western, liberal values where the individual—in the extreme—cares 
only for him or herself. Domesticated agency in contrast represents an agency, which 
makes its decisions based on a communitarian moral value set, so that all individual 
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actions are known to have an effect on the community to which the individual belongs. 
This discussion of agency is remarkably similar to the structures of community that the 
Highlands Coalition is trying to establish within their own neighborhood. A shift to 
security and the reliance on the watchful eye of neighbors are some of the tenets upheld 
within a system that values a domesticated agency. 
Ubuntu 
 Another way of framing this attention to the communal values of wellbeing is the 
non-western and South African moral concept of ubuntu. This theoretical concept implies 
that humans are only human because they exist within a community. This is the 
unconscious message espoused by the Highlands Coalition, who above all respect the 
individuality of each of their neighbors, but maintain that their individuality is only so 
important as it represents the community. Ubuntu helps to reestablish the connection 
between the liberal values of the West, with the communitarian values of many non-
western societies. By respecting humans as fellow humans, the Highlands Coalition is 
able to find the common ground in what could very well be a hodgepodge of peoples, 
languages, and cultures. It also helps them to establish a baseline for creating a source of 
wellbeing within the community from which everyone can draw as they heal the wounds 
of the social body. This baseline then becomes the value norm upon which the structures 
of the community are built. 
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The Lynn Highlands as microcosm for United States social ills: A way out? 
The central goals of this community are to turn around the racial and class 
violence to which they have been subject to for the last few decades. The efforts of the 
Highlands Coalition in establishing a place from which the community can grow its 
wellbeing in the face of opposition are a possible model upon which one can use to 
combat other sites within the U.S. where such violence is actively occurring. In 
comparison to many similar cities in the states, Lynn may be extraordinarily diverse and 
integrated. “Lynn has never had a ghetto” is a common utterance, I heard from the 
director of the garden (field notes). Gerry often says this to mean that people of all races 
and cultural backgrounds live in the same neighborhood. There is not the same redlining 
that is commonly practiced in other parts of the country, even, not forty minutes south in 
Boston. Lynn, if anything, is segregated by class. The Highlands represents one of the 
poorer neighborhoods, and as such was portrayed as a site of ill health and blight on 
Lynn. The Highlands Coalition did not believe in this negative message about their 
community, so they began all of their efforts to turn the image and reality of the 
neighborhood around to one of healthy citizens and positive wellbeing. Making their 
neighbors aware of the Highlands, and Lynn’s, unique history was one step. The 
establishment and access to communal green spaces was another. The opening of these 
physical and temporal spaces allows for the members of the Highlands to improve their 
wellbeing and provides the narrative of why their neighborhood is worthy improving.  
The focus of the community on solving their own problems rather then relying 
solely on police or city control allows for a shift in their relation to one another. 
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Rehabilitation and communication become value-laden, while the harmful effects of 
incarceration and discipline without education are seen as destructive, sickening the 
community. Youth are actively sought out to participate, and even when they fail to do 
so, the efforts of their neighbors are highly visible, so they are able to witness the positive 
changes to their community. Thus visible pride, communitarian values, and a celebration 
of multiculturalism are central to the efforts of this garden community. 
Lessons learned 
An increased attention to the natural spaces within a community is essential to 
bringing awareness to the wellbeing and pride within a community. Where once before 
the park in which the garden is located was full of burned playground equipment, the 
flourishing garden has become the dominant view. The image of the park has thus turned 
from a social wound to a site of healing. Neighbors, even those who do not participate 
within the garden, watch the space and presumably benefit from its presence. The park is 
no longer the best site for disenfranchised youth to try recreational drugs or commit 
vandalism. It is now the best place to play soccer, basketball, or linger in the garden. 
Urban communities are often far removed from nature, or natural sites, and so any space 
that increases the contact between humans and the products of the earth, no matter how 
‘unnatural’ it may be, is beneficial for the health and wellbeing of the neighborhood.  
These natural spaces are also sites where communities can participate in activities 
together. These can take the form of a street festival, a soccer game, or even just being 
present in the garden at the same time. What is important is that the space allows people 
to use it together and thus foster a sense of cooperation, dependence, and camaraderie. 
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This shared space is then responsible for increase of wellbeing—energy—not only in 
one’s personal identity but also the community itself. The garden thus is a space where 
liberal western values can combine with non-western communitarian ones, and, 
according to the residents, the wellbeing of the neighborhood, and their sense of health 
and safety, is vastly improved.  
These connections establish a network of health assets upon which the community 
of the Highlands can draw in times of stress. The community attempts to celebrate the 
incomplete, by focusing on the aspects where health can thrive. Recalling earlier 
discussions of the resilient nature of wellbeing, the community is choosing to focus on 
the positive areas of their community with the hope that this will in turn provide the basis 
from which they can continue to heal their neighborhood. Public health officials are often 
likely to come into a neighborhood looking for what doesn’t work, what is most 
unhealthy. The gardeners and other members of the Highlands would respond to them by 
telling them to turn their focus to what is working—what is healthy—and build from 
there.  
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